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In this thesis, I study four autobiographical texts written by female professional 
Singapore-Malaysian immigrants to North America. My hope in this study is to 
discover the possibility of finding a new feminist discourse that can give voice to 
women’s selfhood and empower their self-invention in transcultural autobiographical 
writings. I believe that by retelling stories told to them and telling their own stories in 
autobiographical writings, women writers are able to inscribe polyvocality in 
constituting their identities. These texts thus challenge well-known paradigms of 
identity, race and generational differences in a cross-cultural context. They thus 
illuminate potential dialogues across these differences. In the dialogic engagement 
with different ideological discourses, women writers challenge the bias of sexual 
differences between men and women, struggling with the official line that excludes 
them as others, defining their place within a multicultural context, as well as 
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Although numerous critical studies have been written on literature produced by 
ethnic Chinese migrants, literary works written by Singaporean or Malaysian Chinese 
immigrants to North America have seldom caught scholars’ attention in the fields of 
Asian American studies and Southeast Asian Chinese studies. In the field of Asian 
American literary studies, current scholarship sorts ethnic Chinese migrants into three 
main groups. The first comprises the initial generation who migrated to America as 
coolies before the Exclusion Acts and as merchants or refugees during the post-war 
period; the second group contains later generations of ethnic Chinese born in America 
(ABCs); and the third relates to new migrants from China since the 1990s. In this 
categorization, scholars ignore the group of ethnic Chinese who migrated from 
Malaysia and Singapore to America after the 1950s. In Southeast Asian studies, most 
anthologies only include and discuss works published before their authors’ migration.  
Few scholars note that the study of Singapore-Malaysian Chinese re-migrants to 
North America could be a joint study combining Asian American studies and 
Southeast Asian Chinese studies. On the one hand, Singapore-Malaysian Chinese 
re-migrants are distinguished from Chinese Americans who have either directly 
migrated from mainland China or have been born in America. This is because 
Southeast Asian Chinese culture is different from mainland Chinese culture in its 
readiness to adopt Western languages, education and even religions. But at the same 
time Southeast Asian Chinese culture preserves cultural practices which have been 
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eradicated in China during the Cultural Revolution. These two characteristics 
complicate the discussion of Chinese American migrants. On the other hand, the study 
of Singaporean and Malaysian re-migrants to North America could be seen as an 
extension of Southeast Asian Chinese studies. Therefore, the study of Singaporean 
and Malaysian re-migrants to North America is a new but fertile field of inquiry, 
awaiting exploration. 
In this extensive promising field, I will narrow my study to the female 
professional Southeast Asian Chinese re-migrants to North America. From their living 
experiences to their cultural backgrounds, this group has at least three attributes 
worthy of more in-depth research.  
First, their experiences are neither similar to the coolies and the merchants of the 
past in North America, nor to the Southeast Asian refugees who have involuntarily 
migrated to North America. The most challenging task that they face is how to 
compete directly with local professionals, who have very powerful ways of keeping 
them out of their professions.  
Second, as women of color migrating from the non-Western countries, their 
experiences represent the interlacing of race and gender categories. The Southeast 
Asian American woman’s body can be seen as an important “site of familial, national, 
and international penetrations, confluences, and traces” (Eleanor Ty, qtd. in 
Buckthavatchalu 37). 
Third, as Southeast Asian Chinese, they have inherited a predominantly Chinese 
cultural heritage, while growing up in Singapore or Malaysia. Having lived in this 
 3
environment they have different views on multiculturalism and racial equality that 
certainly influence their evaluations of life in North America. 
 I do not propose, however, to give a thorough survey of works written by the 
female professional Singaporean and Malaysian re-migrants to North America. Rather, 
I wish to focus on four representative texts that are relevant to the key elements of this 
study, namely, autobiographical writing, identity transformation, feminist dialogics, 
and the storytelling. My hope is to discover the possibility of finding a new feminist 
discourse that can give voice to women’s selfhood and empower their self-invention 
in transcultural life writings. I believe that by retelling stories told to them and telling 
their own stories, women writers are able to inscribe polyvocality in identity 
constitution. The texts thus challenge the well-known paradigms of identity, race and 
gender differences in a cross-cultural context, and illuminate potential dialogues 
across these differences. In the dialogic engagement with different ideological 
discourses, women writers question social biases concerning sexual differences 
between men and women. They struggle with the official line that excludes them as 
others in order to define their place within a multicultural context, as well as 
transforming their identity through the writing process. 
To address the above objectives, I will provide close readings of the following 
four texts: Shirley Geok-lin Lim’s Among the White Moonfaces: Memoirs of a Nyonya 
Feminist (1996), Hilary Tham’s Lane with No Name: Memoirs and Poems of a 
Malaysian-Chinese Girlhood (1997), Lydia Kwa’s This Place Called Absence (2003) 
and Fiona Cheong’s The Scent of the Gods: A Novel (1991).  
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Despite the fact that these texts foreground different genres, either memoir or 
novel, in their titles, I believe they can all be included in the category of life-writing. 
This is not only because they share salient autobiographical features, such as 
first-person narrative, self-growth along with textual development, and a resemblance 
between the protagonist and the real “author”, but also because the term “life-writing” 
is so flexible that it can incorporate multilayered narrations. As genre theorist Marlene 
Kadar observes, life-writing is a broad discursive spectrum comprising many kinds of 
texts, from basic factual documentation and diaries to the most fictive narration, such 
as the autobiographical novel (Kadar 153). Life writing plays on the boundaries of 
fiction and non-fiction. It neither separates itself from the fictive imagination, nor 
refuses the use of autobiographical devices. Thus, considering its potential to cross 
genre boundaries, we shall avoid limiting our discussion to any essential definition of 
genre. If we consider life writing as a literary strategy and a social discourse, then this 
mode of writing is flexible enough to incorporate different narrative discourses to 
reflect the subjects’ multi-dimensional experiences. In this thesis, the women writers 
that I select work within this writing mode, consciously challenging any rigid generic 
tradition grounded by patriarchal ideology and blending together a variety of 
components, including poetic meditation, fantastic imagination, and self-reflexive 
narration. Bringing these four texts together, I hope to extend the boundaries of the 
genre, thus exploring new forms of transcultural subjectivity in women’s life-writing.  
These texts show a progression, from texts written by an older generation from 
Malaysia to texts produced by a younger generation from Singapore. My close textual 
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analysis starts from a more formally conservative text, Lim’s memoir. Following this, 
a non-linear, hybrid-fragmented memoir written by Tham is discussed. I thereafter 
move to Lydia Kwa’s text, which is more fictional in generic terms. The discussion 
ends appropriately with the text by Fiona Cheong that presents itself overtly as a 
“novel”. From memoir to fiction, their experiments with generic traditions enhance 
our consciousness of the innovative possibilities of life-writing. 
Although some anthologies of Singaporean and Malaysian literature and Asian 
American literature have included poetry written by Shirley Lim and Hilary Tham, 
there are generally few studies of their autobiographical writings in detail. Nor is there 
a comprehensive critical account of their literature career commencing in Singapore or 
Malaysia and moving to America. It may be that writing in the genre of autobiography 
or autobiographical novel is such a common practice for Asian American writers that 
it is not easy for them to distinguish themselves from others, and thus attract sufficient 
attention. It may also be that postmodern, deconstructive and postcolonial theories are 
popular paradigms to approach autobiographical writings, but the works I choose, 
though depicting cultural and generational conflicts as sharp as those represented in 
already famous works written by Asian American women writers, are not suitable to 
be analyzed in the above paradigms, and thus few critics make an effort to discuss 
them in length.  
The works of Shirley Lim readily come to mind. Most Asian American literary 
critics value her poetry, especially the collection of Crossing the Peninsula that won 
the Commonwealth Poetry Prize in 1980. They also appreciate her contributions to 
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Asian American studies. Lim has published over 100 scholarly articles and chapters, 
as well as edited several academic books in this field. However, her memoir Among 
the White Moon Faces that represents her identity transformation from Chinese 
Malaysian to Chinese American, and her literary development from a Malaysian 
writer to an American writer, has not become part of the canon. Some critics already 
notice the multicultural and intersubjective dimensional storytelling in her memoir, 
but they only provide general studies which are either brief reviews or textual analysis 
that is not pursued with consistent theoretical apparatus. Hilary Tham’s memoir is 
popular among non-academic readers who appreciate her intimate and humorous 
stories. Fiction written by younger writers like Fiona Cheong and Lydia Kwa has 
gained even less attention compared to Lim’s and Tham’s memoirs. An in-depth 
exploration of the above writers from new theoretical perspectives is therefore 





In this study I will synthesize a number of elements of critical theory to analyze 
the role of storytelling in these four texts. My first debt is to Sidonie Smith. In her A 
Poetics of Women’s Autobiography: Marginality and the Fictions of 
Self-representation (1987), she argues that the self in autobiography is “a cultural and 
linguistic ‘fiction’” (45), constructed and reconstructed in the process of storytelling. 
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This approach to examining autobiographical writing has inspired me to ponder the 
possibility of multivocal self-invention by storytelling in the transcultural context. As 
a pioneering critical work, however, its method needs to be reinforced by other 
theories to remove some theoretical confusions. Therefore, as I develop my theoretical 
framework, I will first summarize Sidonie Smith’s relevant ideas and point out their 
weaknesses. Then I will make use of the work of Paul John Eakin and Mikhail 
Bakthin to justify and refine her claims. Finally, I will apply the resulting apparatus to 
analyze transcultural life writings.  
Sidonie Smith traces the literary history of autobiography criticism and studies 
the relationship of gender to genre in Western female autobiographies published over 
the last five hundred years (19). Her major concern is to study how autobiographers, 
exploring their identities as women, find a new discourse in the “generic contract of 
autobiography that is forcefully androcentric” (62). 
Smith first discusses how the dominance of patriarchal culture “fictionalizes” the 
selfhood of women autobiographers and causes “the engenderings of 
self-representation” (44). Unlike traditional autobiography critics, who believe the 
“self” is “a unified and unique core isolable from society and ‘representable’ in 
autobiography” (48), Smith utilizes Bakhtin’s concept of “dialogic imagination” to 
deconstruct the myth of an autonomous self. She believes that every autobiographer, 
as Wayne Booth asserts, “is constituted as a hierarchy of languages, each language 
being a kind of ideology-brought-into-speech” (Booth 51). That means every 
autobiographer carries with him or her the cultural norms of sexual difference. The 
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ideology of gender has essentialized male and female difference and pre-determined 
how the writer, as well as the reader, interprets and understands individual identity. 
Since certain types of stories and characters are privileged by cultural ideologies, and 
the female author thus tends to render this “I” rather than that “I”, or tell these stories 
rather than those stories, in order to present a continuous yet legitimate subjectivity. 
Thus the narrative “I” here is created as a fictive persona (46-47).   
Having to negotiate the imperatives first of “paternal” and then of “maternal” 
fictions, if women autobiographers “[interpret] themselves unself-consciously through 
those narratives of both man and woman privileged by patriarchal discourse” (Smith, 
56), their autobiographical writing cannot escape the double-bind women are placed in. 
Thus, if women remain silent, they are excluded from the historical process; yet if 
they speak and write as men do in order to enter history, they are subdued and 
alienated from their identities as women (Smith 18). The patriarchal discourse situates 
women as the unrepresentable other in absence and negativity, an inverse reflection of 
the public representative male selfhood. Autobiography, as an androcentric genre, 
nevertheless requires the culturally valued story of a public life. When the woman 
autobiographer maintains the goodness of ideal female selfhood and writes about the 
stories of domestic life, she cannot distinguish herself from other women; hence she is 
unable to arouse the readers’ interests to read. When she speaks like a man and 
unmasks her desire for a public story, the woman autobiographer actually identifies 
with the father and his law, thus embracing androcentric ideology and acknowledging 
the unrepresentability of women’s stories. Thus the female writer often reveals the 
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uneasiness of “her position as a woman writing in an androcentric genre” (Smith 50). 
In patriarchal discourse, to speak as a “representative” woman is at the expense of the 
erasure of female sexuality (Smith 55). 
Due to her problematic relationship to language in patriarchal culture, the woman 
autobiographer must claim her own discourse that can grapple with the “fictions 
naming woman and her sexual difference” (Smith 56). Smith mentions two ways to 
discover this new discourse appropriate to female autobiographical practice. One is to 
“[reject the old ‘tongue’ of the father” (57) and propose “the language of feminine 
desire” (58). Thinking back through her mother, the manner in which “woman speaks 
may be, like the voice of the mother, outside time, plural, fluid, bisexual, de-centered, 
nonlogocentric” (58). Although this possibility has been discussed and accepted by 
many feminist critics, such as Sandra M. Gilbert, Susan Gubar, Margaret Homans and 
Julia Kristeva, Smith warns us that a rigid insistence on this mode of writing may 
“lapse into another kind of essentialism, one that reifies a female destiny outside time 
and history” (58). Hence she is more inclined towards the other path. Drawing on 
Bakhtin’s concept of “polyphonic possibilities of selfhood”(58), Smith argues that by 
conjoining dichotomies, the woman autobiographer can destabilize essential notions 
of sexual difference promoted by gender ideology (59). Instead of simply rejecting the 
fictions of women’s selfhood, the autobiographer self-reflexively appropriates these 
fictions and pursues a new kind of language, behind which is a new system of values 
detached from the reigning ideologies of masculinity and femininity. If it can be 
successfully discovered, this new discourse is an alternative to the prevailing gender 
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ideology (59). Using this new discourse, women autobiographers might “[wrench] the 
autobiographical contract in ways more responsive to” women’s experiences and 
female desires (58). In doing so, there will be neither margin nor center, and women 
autobiographers will escape the complex double bind and achieve the status of 
feminine self-assertion. 
Smith’s conclusion is exciting because by combining Bakhtin’s concept of 
“polyvocality” (Smith 48) with feminist criticism, it subverts the conventional 
ideology of gender and adds a new thread to current discussions of women’s 
autobiographical practices in the twentieth century. Yet Smith’s easy combination of 
three elements—autobiographical writing, polyvocality and feminist practices—has 
two major problems which diminish the critical value of her theoretical apparatus. The 
first problem is that Bakhtin never concerns himself with feminist theories in his 
works. Thus, more discussion is needed to relate Bakhtin’s theory of “dialogism” to 
feminist theories. The second is that Bakhtin describes the genre of the novel, in 
which the author is more ready to step back and let authorial intentions be refracted 
and diffused into a diversity of kinds of speeches. However, Smith analyzes 
autobiographical writing, bearing the signature of “I”, and thus seeming to always 
claim an autonomous individuality. We need to consider how to rework Bakhtin to 
bridge the gap between these two different genres, the autobiography and the novel.  
Accordingly, I will divide the following part of the chapter into three sections. 
The first section will recall Bakhtin’s major concepts and relevant explanations in his 
discussion on “dialogism”. Here, I will examine whether a viable link between 
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feminism and dialogism can be made. After the term “feminist dialogics” has been 
established, I will proceed in the second section to a discussion of how this term is 
applicable to autobiographical writing. Finally, by looking at this new strategy of 
“feminist dialogics” in autobiographical writing, I will extend Smith’s theoretical 
framework and rethink the possibility of life-writing in transcultural contexts 
 
The Viability of the “Feminist Dialogic” 
I first encountered the term “feminist dialogic” in Dale Bauer and Susan Jaret 
Mckinstry’s Feminism, Bakhtin, and the Dialogic (1991). The authors designate 
feminist dialogics as bringing two languages—“a masculinized or relationalized 
public language” and “the private voice” uttered by women—into dialogue (2). The 
relationship between “feminism” and “dialogism” has gained popular attention, but 
here I question the ease with which critics interrelate these two theoretical terms. With 
the help of Paul John Eakin’s ideas, I try to justify the viability of a feminist dialogic 
discourse in women’s autobiographical writings. 
In The Dialogic Imagination (1981), Mikhail Bakhtin looks at the heteroglossic 
nature of language. Bakthin’s claim is that “language is not a neutral medium, … [but] 
is populated—over-populated—with the intentions of others” (294). Given “the 
primacy of context over text”, “all utterances are heteroglot”, because they are in a 
matrix of different forces—social, historical, political, and physiological conditions, 
which are impossible to recoup and resolve into systematic meanings (Holquist 428). 
The constant interaction of heteroglossic meanings constitutes an epistemological 
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mode of apprehending the world, which Bakhtin terms “dialogism” (Holquist, 426). In 
this world, there is no monologue but “a dialogue of languages”. This dialogue, in 
Bakhtin’s view, is a “fundamental liberation… from the hegemony of a single and 
unitary language” (367). Through this dialogue, the author appropriates multiple 
social voices, and generates hybrid genres and prosaic images. In this process, 
authorial intentions are orchestrated by what Bakhtin calls “the social diversity of 
speech types” (263). 
From the above, we can see that no feminist concerns appear in Bakhtin’s 
discussion, but it is evident that the “novelistic discourse” proposed by Bakhtin does 
share some similarities with theories of feminine language. As feminist theorist Diane 
Price Herndl argues: “like Bakhtin’s theory of novelistic discourse, theories of 
feminine language describe a multivoiced or polyphonic resistance to hierarchies and 
laughter at authority” (Herndl 8). In patriarchal culture, woman is already excluded 
from the dominant society, and her selfhood is defined by the culture as undefinable, 
unrepresentative and “other-wise”(Herndl 15). Embedded in this fiction of selfhood, 
the woman writer in light of Smith’s argument either uses a usurped language, which 
she learns from the patriarchal discourse, and writes herself as a “phallic woman”; or 
she uses a fundamentally “other” language. This “other” language may be plural, 
de-centered, and nonlogocentric like her mother’s tongue, or multivocal and 
polyphonic, discarding the essential sexual differences pressed on women by 
conventional gender ideology. 
The polyphonic narrative is central to feminist practices, because it invites the 
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potential of dialogue when women encounter “otherness” ascribed by cultural scripts. 
When a woman manages to voice her resistance in authoritative or public ways, what 
she produces is a feminist monologic voice, a reversal of the patriarchal voice (Bauer 
4). She promotes a mode of ideological dominance. This ideological dominance not 
only consolidates gender essentialism, but also harms feminist practice because its 
premise is a universal or monolithic feminism disregarding differences of race and 
class. On the contrary, the polyphonic narrative brings genders, classes and races into 
dialogue rather than opposition (Bauer 3), thus incorporating multiple voices into the 
cultural web of women’s stories. Thus, systems of domination can be subverted. 
Ideally, then, neither essential sexual differences exist between men and women, nor 
do any notions of center and margin divide the status of men and women. 
What Bakhtin’s dialogism emphasizes is “a dialogue of languages” (Bakhtin 294). 
Given the primacy of context, different people who come from different social strata 
speak diverse languages, and every utterance is conditional on social, historical, and 
physiological circumstances. Dialogic consciousness emerges from the constant 
interaction of these heteroglot languages. This dialogic consciousness negotiates with 
and relates itself to these heteroglot languages through a multiplicity of social voices. 
Hence, it can be safely said that Bakhtin’s dialogism and feminist criticism do share 
some common features that are relevant to the purposes of our discussion. 
Furthermore, Bakhtinian novelists welcome the heteroglot use of languages as 
well as the social-ideological cultural horizons behind them into their works, because 
these cultural horizons represent different kinds of social languages (Bakhtin 299-300). 
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As Herndl argues, in representing different strata of society, women may use a 
particular discourse underpinned by a matrix of forces, including cultural ideologies, 
race and class differences, and educational or professional backgrounds. Since 
Bakhtin’s project is concerned with the dialogic relationship between multiple 
ideologies and different strata of language-in-use, Bakhtinians should value a study of 
women’s language-in-use (Herndl 10). 
From the above analysis, we notice that extending Bakhtin’s theories to feminist 
practices is not only viable, but also profitable. On the one hand, as is rightly argued 
by Bakhtin, the “‘languages’ of heteroglossia intersect each other in a variety of ways” 
(291), so feminist dialogics make different trends of feminist theories relate 
dialogically to one another, rather than excluding each other in a monolithic feminist 
critical practice. This strategy enables feminist practice to be more readily applicable 
to a wide range of literary works, and to be more easily accepted by critics from 
different races or classes. On the other hand, feminist dialogics is a new form of 
resistance in which a dialogized intersection of multiple voices defines female 
solidarity, because it is a “polylogue” distinguished from masculinized or rationalized 
public languages. 
With this study of feminist dialogics, I would further argue that if empowered by 
the “polyvocality” with women’s private appropriation of authoritative discourse 
(what Bakhtin would call internally-persuasive discourse), women authors might be 
free from fictionalized selfhoods and find a new discourse with which to write their 




The Application of Feminist Dialogics to Autobiographical Practice 
 
We have seen that the term “feminist dialogics” can be fruitfully utilized in 
theoretical analysis, yet whether it can be appropriately applied to autobiographical 
writing is a different issue. For Bakhtin, the novel is a specific genre in which the 
author’s intentions are not articulated authoritatively, but refracted through and 
diffused into the common languages used both by narrators and characters (Bakhtin 
302). Only after the author gives up the idea of the autonomous self and the 
monologic control of various discourses in novelistic writing can heteroglossia and 
dialogism become features of the text. On the contrary, the “auto” in autobiography 
has traditionally been emphasized as an a priori essence, a “true” presence isolable 
from social context. Hence the illusion of self-determination—“I write my story, I say 
who I am, I create my self” is a key feature noted by critics in the history of 
autobiography studies (Eakin, Stories 43). 
Philippe Lejeune is one of the autobiography critics who emphasize the signature 
of “I” in the autobiographical pact. In Lejeune’s early article “The Autobiographical 
Contract”(1982), he defines autobiography as a “retrospective prose narrative written 
by a real person concerning his own existence, where the focus is his individual life, in 
particular the story of his personality” (qtd. in Eakin, Stories 58, italics in original). 
The myth of autonomy--that is, the singular and separate “I”--has been embodied in 
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writing since Rousseau and Enlightenment individualism. 
The universalizing claim of the separate and unique “I” has been questioned and 
repudiated with the rise of feminist critiques of modern women’s autobiographies. 
Feminist critics point out the gender bias of this model, which may be suitably used to 
discuss the works of Augustine and Rousseau, but may not be responsive to the 
experiences of women’s lives (Eakin, Stories 47). Since the 1980s, Mary Mason, 
Sidonie Smith, Nancy K. Miller and other feminist critics have proposed an alternative 
model for women: identity is formed through its relation with others (Eakin, Stories 
47). Yet it is Paul John Eakin who first gives us a laborious deconstruction of the myth 
of autonomy and then brings forward a clear concept of “relational selves” in 
autobiographical writings (Stories 43). 
Eakin starts by searching for an answer to the question why “the myth of 
autonomy dies hard” (Stories 43). The psychologist John Shotter’s theory of Social 
Accountability is one of the most convincing answers discussed by Eakin. 
What we talk of as our experience of our reality is constituted for us very largely by the 
already established ways in which we must talk in our attempts to account for ourselves—and 
for it—to the others around us (Shotter, original emphasis, 141). 
From childhood onwards, we begin to learn to talk of our experience and desires in 
ways recognized by our parents and teachers. These ways are deemed intelligible and 
legitimate by cultural ideologies. Incidentally, cultural ideologies require us to 
perform in different ways in different contexts. In the Anglo-American tradition, 
people have inherited the concept of individualism from the cultural legacy of the 
Enlightenment. “Possessive individualism [functions] as the dominant social ‘text’ to 
which we are held ‘accountable’” (Eakin, Stories 63). Embedded within such a 
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dominant social order and learning from the examples of Augustine and Rousseau, 
autobiographers tend to express the “I” as a matter of self-reliance isolated from 
society, while readers expect to have the experience of a knowing self rendered in 
autobiographies. Thus our understanding of selfhood is constrained by our social 
accountability to individualism. As Eakin concludes, “we fail to register the fact of our 
involvement with others” (Stories 63). 
Philippe Lejeune also acknowledges the social accountability of the author in his 
early attempt to define autobiography, in which he notes that the author is both a 
“socially responsible real person, and the producer of a discourse” (200). Just as 
Shotter shows how certain ways of talking are legitimate when we try to account for 
ourselves before others, the author also needs a mode of introducing self-experience to 
readers. Adopting the perspective of the reader, Lejeune emphasizes that 
autobiography is a “mode of reading” as well as a “mode of writing”(qtd. in Smith 6). 
Thus, we can see that Lejeune’s own writings actually contain a subtle critique of the 
notion of individualism. 
Furthermore, I believe that Lejeune’s system of generic classification contains a 
possibility of destabilizing the autonomous self. Because of the tension between 
readers’ need to trust in the author’s “social accountability” and “the problematic 
internal state of the author” (Lejeune 192), the unstable self, as well as the ambiguity 
of the distinction between autobiography and other related autobiographical forms, 
Lejeune attempts to map out a contract to restrain the fluidity and plurality of 
selfhood. 
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Although Eakin’s understanding of Lejeune’s definition is different from mine, 
based on the idea of “social accountability”, Eakin subverts the domination of 
autonomous self, arguing that all selfhood is relational (Stories 50). 1 In How Our 
Lives Become Stories: Making Selves (1999), Eakin states that the “I”, in 
autobiography, “is truly plural in its origins and subsequent formation” (43). The “I”, 
Eakin believes, has to live the relational life and develop identity “collaboratively 
with others, often family members” (57). Eakin provides a corpus of autobiographies, 
especially “memoirs” which focus on someone else’s stories. He examines how the 
autobiographer’s identity is rooted and involved in another’s life and story (60). 
Through the stories told by others and of others, “I” know who I am. As “I” witness 
what others do, “I” draw on the model of self-identity from related others. But this 
notion of “related others” is not restricted to key individuals, such as family members 
or friends, but rather implicates a general socio-cultural context. 
 In addition, when inquiring into the ontology of the self, Eakin argues that 
consciousness of selfhood emerges the moment language is acquired (Fictions 213). 
Helen Keller’s experience in the well-house best illustrates how her sense of identity 
is deeply implicated in language. Before her teacher, Miss Sullivan, taught her 
language, she did not know who she was. She lived in a world of unconsciousness that 
cannot be remembered in her life stories, because “it cannot be made a part of 
discourse”(Keller, qtd. in Fictions 212). It was the word “w-a-t-e-r” that awakened her 
sense of self. She learnt that language and self were inseparably linked together. With 
                                                        
1 Eakin uses Lejeune’s definition of autobiography to make the contrary point, commenting that “the 
individualistic assumptions that underwrite [Lejeune’s] system of generic classification make no place for 
relational identity and the hybrid form in which it characteristically finds expression” (Eakin, Stories 56). 
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the acquisition of language, “I realized what I had done, and for the first time I felt 
repentance and sorrow” (Keller, qtd. in Fictions 210). Only from this stand point, the 
recognition of selfhood with language, can we self-reflexively talk of our experience. 
The reality of self is deeply linguistic (Eakin, Fictions 213). 
According to Bakhtin, the language which gives birth to self-consciousness and 
the narration of self experience “is not a neutral medium that passes freely and easily 
into the private property of the speaker’s intentions” (Dialogic Imagination 294). He 
notes on the contrary that each language is “populated-overpopulated—with the 
intentions of others”, and ideology is introduced into speech (294). So the self 
re-created in the language of autobiographical discourse is not autonomous or 
transcendent. In Eakin’s view, this self is dependent on the “relational environment” 
(Eakin, Stories 67) and, as Bakhtin would say, it is constituted as “a hierarchy of 
languages ” (Booth 51). Thus, Eakin’s idea of relational selves and his discussions of 
the origins of selfhood resonate with Bakhtin’s notions of heteroglossia and the 
dialogue of languages. 
Eakin concludes from the above that “the self that is the center of all 
autobiographical narrative is necessarily a fictive structure” (Fictions 3). The self is a 
fictive structure in the sense that the autobiographical self is re-created in language, 
which is populated with the intentions of others and inscribed by cultural ideologies. 
Again, in this conclusion, we hear the resonances both with Sidonie Smith’s 
“fictionalized selfhood” and with Bakhtin’s “dialogism”. Thus, as long as we agree 
that the genre of autobiography should forgo the myth of the autonomous self and 
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acknowledge the deep implication of selfhood in language, Bakhtin’s discussions of 
“heteroglossia” and “dialogism” in novelistic discourse can be applied to study 
autobiography as well. 
It is interesting to note at this juncture that recent Bakhtinian theorists have 
extended Bakhtin’s theory of the novel to other genres. Katerina Clark and Michael 
Holquist argue that “Bakhtin assigns the term ‘novel’ to whatever form of expression 
within a given literary system reveals the limits of that system as inadequate, imposed, 
or arbitrary” (276). In their opinions, any text that is anticanonical, antinomative, and 
challenges generic monologue has already been novelized or experienced novelness. 
Two of the texts that I am going to analyze later--Shirley Lim’s Among the White 
Moon Faces and Hilary Tham’s Lane with No Name--are examples of such kinds of 
“novelized” autobiographies, because they question the system of generic definitions 
and at the same time write against the “interpellation” of patriarchal culture. 
These texts privilege relational lives and thus defy the canonically established 
boundaries between genres. Because identity is conceived as relational, the story of 
the self inevitably interacts with the stories of others. My experiences are comprised 
of stories of “I”, stories told by others and stories told of others. What is rendered in 
these texts is a hybrid form of autobiographical writing. In Eakin’s words, they “offer 
not only the autobiography of the self but the biography and the autobiography of the 
other” (Eakin 58). In these mosaic texts, a pure notion of “autobiography” cannot fully 
define their features. 
Moreover, these texts challenge the essential notion of gender differences and 
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render the phallocentric notion of an autonomous self as an illusion in a multi-voiced 
cultural context. The women autobiographers desire to escape the double bind and 
cultural fictions of selfhood to embrace “polyphonic possibilities of selfhood” (Smith 
58). They gradually appropriate the traditionally androcentric genre to fulfill women’s 
desires to tell their stories in a gesture, neither of “phallic women”, nor of the 
marginalized other, but as women empowered by feminist dialogic discourse. Thus 
they produce heteroglot texts, distinguished from traditionally-written monologic 
autobiographies, and the selves of these texts are also polyphonically constructed by 
heteroglossic languages. 
Through the deconstruction of the myth of the autonomous self, and the 
establishment of a possible compatibility between the novel and the autobiography, 
my own theoretical framework is established. The study of feminist dialogic 
discourses in autobiographical writings makes use of a new unity of theories, 
comprising Eakin’s “relational selves”, Bakhtin’s “dialogism” and Smith’s “fictive 
female selfhood”. Through the dialogue between these theories, I aim to shift the 
focus of autobiography study from “auto” to “graph” and discuss how Chinese 
American women autobiographers, who have already been defined as members of a 
minority and Other by dominant patriarchal culture, discover their own voices through 
feminist dialogic discourse. 
Feminist dialogic discourse is very important for women autobiographers in a 
transcultural context. Because this discourse is dialogically generated in the space 
between heteroglot languages, which is “more open to difference, it [can] more easily 
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absorb the increasing tide of self-consciousness” (Clark and Holquist 293). Identified 
as members of a marginal ethnic minority and situated in the gaps of various cultures 
and national discourses, Chinese American women writers must resort to a discourse 
that is more sensitive to Otherness, more ready to reveal variety rather than concealing 
conflicts, and more able to accommodate their evolving sense of selfhood in 
transcultural lives. By adopting feminist dialogic discourse in autobiographical 
writings, Chinese American women autobiographers can define their own voice in this 
traditionally androcentric genre. Feminist dialogic discourse not only preserves voices 
coming from other cultures or ideologies and offers dialogues between these voices, 
but also defies any fixation or categories. Thus, Chinese American women can move 
across the binarisms of male/female, American/Chinese, center/margin, and 
similarity/difference. 
In order to better elaborate my theoretical framework, the ensuing discussion will 
be divided into two sections. In the first section, I argue theoretically that the self in 
autobiographical writing is a storied self, whose identity is narratively structured by 
telling stories. In the second section, I define telling stories as what Bakhtin calls 
“internally persuasive discourse” (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 345). By analyzing 
Bakhtin’s conception of internally persuasive discourse, I illuminate why the practice 




Identity Invented in Telling Stories 
 
The above discussions already show that the self--the “I”-- in autobiography is 
neither prior nor singular (Eakin, Stories 43), having no a priori existence before the 
act of autobiographical writing. Rather the self is shown to be contingent and plural, 
re-created in the process self-narration. Since the acquisition of language originates 
with self-consciousness, the formation of identity is also deeply implicated in 
linguistic practice. Autobiographical writing is the text where the self and its 
experiences are presented by linguistic practice (Eakin, Stories 99). In this sense, 
autobiographical writing is an utterance that states what I have learned that I am 
(Eakin, Fictions 213) and how “I” now become who I am. Thus autobiographical 
writing has to narrate a story or a set of stories representing the process of identity 
formation. As Eakin argues, self and story are “complementary, mutually constituting 
aspects of a single process of identity formation” (Touching 198). Identity is formed in 
the narration and re-constructed along with the developing story/stories. Thus 
autobiography critics shift their attention from “auto” to “graph” and comprehend 
“telling stories” as an important narrative strategy for self invention. 
Situated in a relational environment, the subject not only tells stories of self, but 
also tells stories of others as well as stories told by others. Family stories play a 
central role among these stories, because identity and its “autobiographical memory” 
are first fostered by interpersonal discourses with parents or caregivers (Eakin, Stories 
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139). As the poet Donald Hall argues, “The family stories you grow up with make you; 
they build you, they create you” (qtd. in Eakin’s Stories 117). Long before children 
learn to speak, family stories told by caregivers already serve to nurture their sense of 
language. Having acquired language, children find their sense of self emerges. In the 
newly acquired language, children and caregivers are able to conduct simple 
conversations, in the process of which children manage to internalize bit by bit the 
culturally ascribed narrative structure. This nascent sense of social accountability and 
acquired language prepares a store of autobiographical memories which are shareable 
and reviewable in order to form a personal history recognizable by others (Eakin, 
Stories 109) 2. Later on, having acquired the narrative skills to review and organize 
autobiographical memories, the child takes over narrative power from caregivers and 
becomes the author of its own stories (Eakin, Stories 115). Thus, family stories not 
only indoctrinate cultural traditions in children, but also introduce them to culturally 
sanctioned genres of life accounting. Children’s immersion in family stories prepares 
the way for adults’ autobiographical writing. 
For example, Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior, which performs 
simultaneously the telling of family stories and the process of self-identity 
construction in a single act of autobiographical writing, is the most frequently cited 
example of contemporary women life-writing by current autobiography critics.3 As 
Sidonie Smith and Amy Ling notice, the daughter’s journey to find her own voice is a 
                                                        
2 Eakin defines the autobiographical memory as “a store of memories that are shareable and ultimately reviewable 
by the individual, forming a personal history that has its own value independent of the general memory function of 
prediction and preparation for future events. It is a product of social and cultural construction”(Eakin, Stories, 109). 
3 Some critics may deem it a novel, but I categorize it as autobiographical writing that has already experienced 
novelization. 
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dialogic engagement with her mother’s stories. Recognizing the inextricable 
relationship between invention of identity and the mother’s stories, Kingston 
self-reflexively writes herself into existence.  
Although autobiography critics believe that storytelling will become a new 
dialogic narrative strategy for autobiographical writings in a transcultural context, 
they have not fully addressed this phenomenon from the perspective of linguistic 
analysis. Bakhtin’s “dialogism” is built on the basis of heteroglossia. Here, identity 
originates and evolves in a developing linguistic consciousness. Without studying the 
linguistic features of storytelling, we cannot simply assume the possibility of dialogic 
engagement in the process of storytelling. 
In order to illuminate the significant role that storytelling plays in self-invention, 
we must answer these three questions. First, how are other’s stories, which endorse 
old cultural values or conform to authoritative ideologies, able to expand and renew 
their meanings in a new transcultural context? Secondly, in what ways does 
storytelling open the space for the dialogic play? And finally, what kinds of strategies 
may likely empower the autobiographer in her struggles to tell her own stories, thus 
constituting her own subjectivity from a past world dominated by stories told to her?  
 
Storytelling as an Internally Persuasive Discourse 
 
Bakhtin argues that “the ideological becoming of a human being… is the process 
of selectively assimilating the words of others” (Dialogic Imagination 341). This is 
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because we already know that the self is constituted in a hierarchy of languages. 
Others’ discourses perform not only as information or direction, but also strive “to 
determine the very basis of our behavior” (342). We often hear the words “he says” or 
“people think” in everyday conversations. Other people’s judgments and public 
opinion have a psychological bearing on our lives. The evolution of an individual 
ideological consciousness involves a constant struggle with the alien discourses that 
surround it. When we interpret and internalize these discourses, we do not accept and 
repeat all of them; rather, we select those “touching” us and re-conceptualize or 
re-accent another’s discourse in the new context. 
Bakhtin further divides “another’s discourse” into two categories, authoritative 
discourse and internally persuasive discourse. Authoritative discourse, located in a 
distanced zone, is a privileged language that has already been acknowledged and 
authorized in the past (Dialogic Imagination 342-343). Thus it commands our 
unconditional allegiance and allows no play of transitions or re-framings. Religious 
dogma, proved scientific truth, or some taboo authorized by political power, all can be 
counted as authoritative discourse. Authoritative discourse is opposed to internally 
persuasive discourse, which, in Bakhtin’s position, is either “born in a zone of contact 
with unresolved contemporaneity”, or “reclaimed for contemporaneity” (346). So the 
transmission of internally persuasive discourse permits gradual introduction of one’s 
own words. This internally persuasive discourse after one’s assimilation of it becomes 
“half-ours and half-someone else’s” (345). Tightly interwoven with one’s own word, it 
can be subjected to one’s own accents and modifications. As a result, it is open and 
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able to reveal newer ways to mean in new contexts (346). 
According to Bakhtin’s classification “stories”, as one type of the discourse of 
another, cannot be an authoritative discourse, despite passing down moral lessons and 
shaping listeners’ ideological consciousness. Because authoritative discourse is a 
closed and inert semantic system, which permits neither transitions nor creative 
stylizations, once transmitted to a new context, it may already be torn from reality, and 
thus “essentially [dies] as discourse” (354). If “stories” are authoritative discourse, 
they may cease to contain meanings in another culture and thus be easily rejected by 
people living in a transcultural context. In this case, stories stop playing an important 
role in the process of identity invention. In addition, since authoritative discourse 
requires total acceptance, no dialogic engagement is permitted in storytelling. Thus 
identity becomes only a fixed product of others’ stories.  
On the contrary, when stories are internally persuasive, different possibilities 
open up. As internally persuasive discourse “is affirmed through assimilation” (345), 
we acknowledge stories through retelling them in our own words, in which process, 
our own accents, gestures and modifications are presented. As a result, the stories do 
not remain isolated and static discourses, but rather, by our retelling, they “[enter] into 
interanimating relationships with new contexts” (345-46). When we retell others’ 
stories in new situations, we obtain new insights from their meaning and wrest new 
answers from them. Hence, “stories”, as internally persuasive discourse and tightly 
interwoven with our own words, are open and productive. Because of the semantic 
features of infinite creativity that internally persuasive discourse possesses, others’ 
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stories always urge us to inexhaustibly interact with them. Thus the protagonist is able 
to dialogically reconstruct her subjectivity from past stories told to her. Her own voice, 
although born of others’ stories, is liberated from the authority of others’ discourse and 
finally claims its own significance in the evolution of identity. 
 
Two Strategies for Dialogic Engagement with Others’ Stories 
 
Since the verbal formulation of internally persuasive discourse permits play with 
boundaries and with contextualization, it endows women autobiographers with two 
narrative strategies for creating a dialogizing background to the retelling of stories. 
One is “objectifying another’s discourse”, which means by putting another’s 
discourse in a new situation, the author questions the authority of this discourse, 
“expose[s] its weak sides” and “get[s] a feel for its boundaries” (Bakhtin, Dialogic 
Imagination 348). When applied to storytelling, this method enables the protagonist to 
treat others’ stories as objects rather than as flawless authority. For instance, some 
family stories might be valuable in an original cultural context, yet, once translated to 
another culture with new socio-ideologies, they may cause maladjustment for a new 
generation. Others may embrace patriarchal ideologies that, as Smith argues, have 
fictionalized women’s selfhood, and subdued and silenced women’s own voices. The 
women autobiographers must seek to objectify family stories as internally persuasive 
alien discourse, so that they can liberate their voices from the authority of family 
stories.  
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Having objectified others’ stories and exposed their limits, women 
autobiographers may further frame them in different contexts. As Bakhtin argues, 
“given the appropriate methods for framing, one may bring about fundamental 
changes even in another’s utterance accurately quoted” (Dialogic Imagination 340). 
By retelling stories in her own interpretive frame, the author creates her perspectives 
for the objects—stories—in new conditions, and easily highlights the brute 
misogynous materiality of these stories. Gradually, the author penetrates into the 
interior structure of family stories and reforms them with her own accents and 
conceptions, thus stimulating dialogic engagements with these family stories. Finally, 
women’s own stories are generated out of the dialogic play with other’s stories. 
These two strategies help a writer overcome the otherness of alien discourses. By 
objectifying and framing another’s discourse, one retells another’s discourse in a 
double-voiced manner. When a woman writer retells another’s discourse in her own 
words, she does not present the original qualities of others’ words as they were, but 
dilutes them with her own appropriations; hence two linguistic consciousnesses 
co-exist in the retelling, one doing the representing and the other being represented 
(Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 359). An intense interaction between these “two 
individualized language consciousnesses” (original emphasis, 359) “cannot be 
unfolded into logical contradictions or into purely dramatic contrasts” (356), but 
results in the discourses being brought into dialogue with each other to form 
“intentional semantic hybrids” (360). As an artistically organized system, these 
hybrids aim to “illuminate one language by means of another” (361) and “know one’s 
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own belief system in someone else’s system” (365). Therefore, the representing 
linguistic consciousness appropriates the language used by the represented 
consciousness, and voices its own ideological intentions under the mask of a language 
used by the consciousness it represents. Retelling another’s discourse in such a 
double-voiced manner is an ideological translation of another’s discourse, rendering 
its otherness contingent, external and illusory (365). 
This process can be seen in the four examples of life-writing covered in this study. 
In the following capsule summaries of these four texts, I give emphasis to the 
internally dialogic nature of these double-voiced retelling, so readers will get a clearer 
idea of the material I am working with: 
The first text is Among the White Moon Faces: An Asian-American Memoir of 
Homelands (or Among the White Moonfaces: Memoirs of a Nyonya Feminist) (1996) 
by Shirley Geok-lin Lim. In this memoir, Lim is always positioning herself in relation 
to others and emphasizes her identity as intertwined with that of others. Situated 
among the hybridized ideological discourses of British colonialism, Malaysian 
nationalism, and Western individualism, Lim’s narration illustrates the self is 
multivocally constituted by socio-cultural elements in stories told by people 
surrounding her. Through objectifying stories coming from different cultural practices, 
she reveals not only the social reality reflected by these stories, but also the potentially 
positive aspects that she can make use of in every new context. In the process of 
listening and telling stories, from stories of Asian women--mother, aunts, cousins, and 
friends--to stories of Western women--colleagues, neighbors, and students--Lim 
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transforms her identity from that of a Chinese Malaysian woman to an immigrant 
Asian American feminist.  
If Lim’s text looks more like a traditional memoir, then Lane with No Name: 
Memoirs and Poems of a Malaysian-Chinese Girlhood (1997) by Hilary Tham 
reconstructs the formal qualities of a memoir. Unlike Shirley Lim’s linear 
chronological narration of stories in her memoir, Tham organizes a set of 
self-contained stories in accordance with their own themes and topics. Within this set 
of “narrative snapshots”, the narrator shifts from one perspective to another, alternates 
one voice with another voice, and parallels the present with the past, in order to show 
the multifarious nature of identity. By giving her own interpretive frames to stories 
told to her, she uncovers hypocritical cultural traditions in which women are fettered 
and silenced. Yet she acknowledges that her narrative heritage from her mother’s 
stories prepares her way to be a poet and a writer. 
From the first two memoirs written by an older generation of women, my textual 
analysis shifts to autobiographical novels written by members of a younger generation. 
First comes Lydia Kwa’s This Place Called Absence (2003). Heteroglot languages 
enter the text through different speaking persons with different ideologies. Wu Lan, 
the protagonist, considers that her identity is intertwined not only with her mother or 
other persons living around her, but also with two fictional prostitutes whose stories 
are represented in a book. She retells stories that she reads in this book. This new 
“intersubjective dimension” renews our understanding of the relational self. More 
importantly, the open-ended storytelling reveals the text’s micro-processes of 
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inventing selfhood. 
The last text is Fiona Cheong’s The Scent of the Gods: A Novel (1991). A number 
of stories narrated here are acquired by the narrator through her eavesdropping 
conversations among family members. Set against the background of newly 
independent Singapore, these stories illuminate how political authority penetrates into 
the private lives of common people. However, when political discourse is retold in the 
form of storytelling, its authority is questioned and impaired by internally persuasive 
discourse, because in order to maintain its authoritative status, political discourse 
tends to distance itself from the zone of contact, while storytelling as internally 
persuasive discourse intends to pull it back to communication. Therefore, retelling 
political discourse in the form of stories represents a constant struggle to overcome the 
official line and a struggle against its authority. Through listening and telling stories, 
the protagonist’s mind becomes larger and allows for more paradoxes to exist in a 
polyphonic reality. 
This corpus of texts offers different aspects of internally dialogic storytelling and 
illustrates how the women autobiographers discover their own voices through 
different paths. 
Finally, I would like to remind readers of this thesis that the texts themselves 
promote multivocal constitutions of identity, yet, any critical discussion which aims to 
present a systematic, coherent and logical analysis may indeed reduce the polyvocal 
layers existing in the texts. Thus I prefer to see this thesis as one possible reading of 
the role of storytelling in self-invention, or one possible account of the authors’ 
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dialogic engagements with others’ discourses. 
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Chapter 1: We Are Telling Stories 
 
In the introductory chapter, I argued that relational selfhood is constituted by a 
hierarchy of languages within a certain social-historical context. These different 
social-historical contexts influence the fact that women writers adopt different 
narrative strategies in order to dialogically negotiate their identities across gender, race 
and class divisions in the field of traditionally phallocentric autobiographical writing. 
Thus my discussion of Lim’s and Tham’s works is prefaced by a brief survey of their 
historical and social backgrounds and a discussion of how this context plays an active 
role in their identity formations, as well as in their choices of narrative strategies of 
storytelling. The discussion of the primary context, then, leads to detailed analysis of 
the two texts—Among the White Moon Faces and Lane with No Name. Employing the 
theoretical framework of feminist dialogics that I have established in the previous 
chapter, this chapter will investigate textual evidence that women writers invent and 
solidify their identities through asserting a multi-voiced storytelling in speech 
transcription and through incorporating different generic conventions into the 
auto/biographical text.   
In order to attain the above goal, I adopt slightly different critical approaches to 
examine each of the two texts. My analysis of Lim’s text focuses on two aspects. The 
first section explores the relationship between the content of the stories in the text and 
both Lim’s discussion of the double-bind women are placed in as well as the 
possibilities of multiple identities. The second part pursues a close reading of Lim’s 
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narrative techniques; in particular her transcription of languages used by characters in 
indirect speech. When investigating Tham’s text, however, I shift my analysis of 
narrative techniques from Lim’s transcription of indirect speech to Tham’s direct and 
quasi-direct transcriptions of speech as shown in her “character zones” (Bakhtin, 
Dialogic Imagination 316). In addition, I will discuss the significance of Tham’s 
incorporating of hybrid genres into a transcultural memoir. 
In order to better understand how a social-historical context shapes 
self-consciousness, thus affecting identity formation, we need to look at historical 
events that occurred at the time at which the memoirs are set. These historical events 
constitute life experiences in Malaysia undergone by Lim and Tham, as colonized 
subjects and then as marginalized Chinese Malaysian women writers. This historical 
background, as well as their later transmigrant experiences in America, determines 
their needs to forge multicultural, multiracial self-identities. 
Of Chinese descent, yet English educated, growing up in Malaysia, both women 
have been “twice-removed from their cultural roots” (Koh 137). Lim considers 
English to be her mother language instead of the Hokkien that was spoken by most of 
her family in her childhood. Tham loves Cantonese, but she cannot read Chinese 
characters. In receiving English education, they have thus both been alienated from 
Chinese culture. However, they cannot identify themselves with British culture, 
because although they were enthusiastic to learn and use English, yet as colonized 
subjects they shared few common cultural values or political privileges with the 
British colonizers. They knew that the main purpose of English education for the 
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British government was to produce acquiescent subordinates who would carry out 
orders from the British authority without objections. Hence they did not feel at ease 
with such racial and cultural superiority, through which they were stereotyped as 
inferior Others both in body and in intelligence. 
The struggle to forge their national as well as communal identities is further 
complicated by historical-political changes in the country that we now call Malaysia. 
From the 1940s to 1960s, Malaysia experienced a transformation from a series of 
colonial policies ruled by the British to an independent country. In this historical 
change, Malay was enshrined as the national language, and privileges were given to 
Malays. Many Malaysian Chinese, though controlling the economic wealth of the 
country, found that they were marginalized in political terms. The attempts to grant 
indigenous Malays greater privileges in order to address inequalities that were the 
result of colonialism let to greater feelings of Chinese alienation. 
Lim and Tham, as undergraduate students studying English literature in the 
University of Malaya, found that their hopes to participate fully in Malaysian society 
by way of English education were shattered. As the literary critic Koh Tai Ann 
concludes, “these writers in English… have found themselves, their culture and their 
literature marginalized. Language and culture prevent them from entering the 
Malay(sian) dream” (Koh 154). Moreover, as Malaysian Chinese women, Lim and 
Tham were doubly marginalized in a Malay-centered patriarchal society, because their 
voices are suppressed both by Chinese patriarchy and Malay chauvinism. Thus, as 
Shirley Lim points out in her memoir, “In Malaysia, I would always be of the wrong 
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gender and the wrong race” (197).   
The need to rise above racial differences is urgent, but Lim and Tham in their 
memoirs both realize that such a dream could not be realized in Malaysia at that time, 
because of structural inequalities in aspects of social life and national policies. The 
May 13th 1969 civil riots in Kuala Lumpur provided a bloody test of democracy in 
Malaysia. According to the report from Malaysia National Operations Council, 143 
Chinese Malaysian citizens were killed from 13th May to 31st July, though journalists 
and witnesses have given much higher figures. Lim and Tham feel that both national 
idealism and ethnic chauvinism have drawn Malaysia further away from “the ideal of 
a multicultural egalitarian future” (202). Thus it was easier for them to leave Malaysia, 
and to look for a new land promising multicultural peace and equality. 
After emigrating to the United States, however, despite the country’s reputation 
as a multicultural “melting pot”, both women realized that their dream of racial 
equality and harmony still could not be completely fulfilled there. On the one hand, 
the United State has “its omnivorous appetite for the different, the novel and the 
minor” (Quayum 99). In America, national identity, instead of essential racial identity 
is emphasized. This constructedness of identity means “one can be Asian in descent 
but still achieve a (Euro)American national identity” (Lim, “Gender” 102). Because of 
this ideology as well as the institutions that support this ideology, people from 
different ethnic communities in theory enjoy more freedom to talk and write without 
being diminished or threatened by hostile discourses based on racial sentiment. Also 
the more liberal American ideological systems encourage people to pursue individual 
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dreams, rather than simply suppressing individual needs for the communal good. The 
importance of individual identity is asserted instead of the communal identity. These 
features of American life have opened up possibilities for Lim and Tham to construct 
and solidify their identities across racial and cultural borders. On the other hand, as 
women of Asian ethnicities, either because of their gender difference or racial 
difference, Lim and Tham have encountered prejudices and inadequacies in both their 
careers and daily lives. Furthermore, the “melting-pot” assimilation ideology, which 
aims to erase the uniqueness that ties people to their cultural and racial roots, does not 
conform to the writing purposes of Lim and Tham, who want to “preserve Asian 
American familial and cultural traditions while at the same time transforming 
patriarchal norms to reconstitute an autonomous and independent space for women” 
(Lim, “Gender” 107). Thus the ideology of the “melting-pot” alone cannot satisfy 
their requirements, and they have to reach out beyond it. 
Therefore, situated between these two parallel worlds of Malaysian 
multiracialism chauvinism and the American “melting pot”, Lim and Tham realize 
that the diasporic nature of transmigrants determines that only multi-voiced selfhoods 
can engage in dialogic negotiations with many authoritative discourses, such as 
patriarchal ideology, colonial ideology, national chauvinism, and communal ideology, 
etc. As Lim states, the “singleness of self is an impossible project for an immigrant 
like me” (qtd. in Fadillah 147). Neither will a binary system work. If diasporic women 
writers situate themselves on one pole of the following binary oppositions, men and 
women, self and society, feeling and mind, alienation and belonging, they will be 
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unable to achieve an integrated identity formation beyond the double-bind women are 
placed in (Lim, “The Dispossessing Eye” 132). Hence identity has to be fluid and 
polyphonic, so that their works can be deterritorialized (Quayum 88).  
The definition of “transnationalism” itself indicates the indispensability of 
crossing borders. As Linda Basch and her fellow contributors note: 
“Transnationalism” [is] the process by which immigrants forge and sustain multi-stranded 
social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement. We call these 
processes transnationalism to emphasize that many immigrants today build social fields that 
cross geographic, cultural, and political borders. … An essential element of transnationalism 
is the multiplicity of involvements that transmigrants’ sustain in both home and host societies. 
(7). 
According to the above definition, transmigrant writers have to adopt multi-vocal 
identities in ever-changing national, racial, cultural environments and constant 
border-crossing movements. Like Lim and Tham, many transmigrants have social 
networks encompassing not only the host country, but also other nations and places 
where their family members stay. The conflict between the need to master the new 
world and the brooding of homesickness often arouses transmigrants’ uneasiness. For 
example, in Lim’s memoirs, the young protagonist shows bitterness at living between 
two different locations—Malaysia and the United States. She wants to assimilate into 
the new world, but cannot help but dreaming about the old one. Thus she enters 
America “as a registered alien” who is “neither here nor there” (Lim, Among 238). 
Fortunately the mature protagonist later realizes that home is always moving across 
territorial borders. Thus she does not need to choose a single identity based on a fixed 
territory. Instead, identity formation becomes an on-going process, in which many 
voices from different belief systems will play their roles. 
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In these constant border-crossing processes, telling stories can maintain the 
continuity of identity and create the rerootedness for the once dispossessed and 
marginalized Asian American women. To understand this in detail, we need to 
examine evidence in the following two texts: Shirley Lim’s Among the White Moon 
Faces (1996) and Hilary Tham’s Lane with No Name (1997). 
In their memoirs, both Lim and Tham explore how the self is multivocally 
re/shaped by stories told by surrounding others and of others, and how they 
dialogically engage with others’ stories, in order to tell their own ones, thus inventing 
their own selfhood. But a close reading of these two texts will uncover disparate 
structural features and narrative strategies even to serve the above common purposes. 
These differences require slightly different critical approaches within the theoretical 
framework of feminist dialogics. 
 
Among the White Moon Faces 
 
As Shirley Lim states clearly in her memoir, the self is social and relational, 
constantly fashioned and refashioned by historical changes, cultural values and 
comments from surrounding people. However, the self is not passively moulded by 
these external forces; rather, with the help of narrative skill, the self manages to resist 
or appropriate harmful authoritative discourses, in order to negotiate a more 
welcoming space. Among the White Moon Faces depicts how a Malaysian-born 
Chinese girl, Shirley, explores her multiple identities through storytelling, uses 
transcriptions of direct speech to dialogically negotiate identity among hybridized 
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ideological discourses, and at last successfully defines “a public sense of a female 
self” (300). This process demonstrates that a female self does not have to be either a 
“phallic woman” or an “unsexed woman” in order to be acknowledged and respected 
by the public. Through dialogic engagement with their social contexts, it is possible 
for women to escape from the mould of gender fictionalized through stereotypes of 
sexual difference. Liberated from constraints of social roles as mere wives and 
mothers, women are free to strive for their own dreams.  
A reading of Lim’s Among the White Moon Faces first necessitates an overview 
of how telling stories facilitates Lim’s discussion of the double bind in which women 
are placed in patriarchal society, and her exploration of multiple identities that are able 
to break through this double bind, as well as crossing gender, racial, and class 
differences. We observe that Lim’s memoir has the appearance of an autobiography, 
depicting a series of personal events from childhood through adolescence to adulthood 
and parenthood in a linear and causal way. According to this structure, my overview of 
her storytelling is also chronologically constructed, moving from her first life in 
Malaysia to her second life in America.  
Born in Malaysia, receiving an education with a colonial mindset, and then 
migrating to America, the protagonist already has “too many names, too many 
identities, [and] too many languages” (Prologue 17). She is called Geok-lin Lim, 
Shirley, and Shirley Geok-lin Lim. She is simultaneously Peranakan, Chinese, 
Malaysian, Chinese American and Asian American. She is constituted by a hierarchy 
of languages—Chinese confucianism, British colonialism, Malaysian nationalism and 
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Western individualism. How does she define her solidarity among these intersecting 
shaping forces? She learns to listen to stories told by people, envision stories from the 
fragments, appropriate stories in books, and tell her own stories along the way. 
 
The Concept of “Home” in Stories 
 
First of all, telling parents’ or even grandparents’ stories gives the protagonist an 
essential sense of home, since the “stories we tell often take their identity from a piece 
of soil” (Lim, Among 282). For diasporic writers who are “sheltered yet homeless” 
(227), family stories, collected from fragments and processed by the protagonist’s 
imagination, have the ability to define their cultural roots. Thus in literary history 
home and stories have long ago been intricately knotted together. In Among the White 
Moon Faces, through the remembrance of her grandfather’s house and his portrait, the 
protagonist envisions him to be one of the heroic Chinese pioneers who came to 
Malaysia. This exploration gives her pride in her Peranakan identity (32). Moreover, 
her grandfather’s heroic story of his rise from a coolie to a chandler, culminating in 
building his big house, gives her a sense of safety and comfort in her life struggles. 
She also tells us stories of her grandfather’s funeral, father and mother’s marriage and 
other Chinese rituals such as the feeding of ancestors at every Hungry Ghost Festival. 
These stories bind them “as one Lim family, springing from a common root and tied 
together in ways that [can] not be unknotted” (73). They convey the haunting 
sentiments of the young protagonist, who is always searching for a home and a 
community to belong to, especially after she has suffered deep loneliness and 
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helplessness that is a result of her being abandoned by her mother.  
But these few family stories certainly cannot satisfy her curiosity about the world 
and she must constantly find new explanations for her daily experiences. Stories in 
children’s books become constitutive of a new sense of home for her, in which things 
“never seen or thought of in Malayan experience [take] on a vividness that ordinary 
life could not possess” (97). She believes that the two homes, one in books and the 
other one she is living in, are linked together by herself as an agent with the help of 
her imagination. For example, she casts Peng, her father’s second wife, “as the wicked 
stepmother” in Snow White and herself as “the much hated stepdaughter” (118). This 
new home provides a shelter for her tender young psyche, because she knows she will 
defeat the wicked stepmother and win a happy life in the end. This brooding fantasy 
gives her a strong, though lonely, standpoint in her miserable life. 
 
Womanhood in Stories 
 
In her journey from childhood to adolescence, the protagonist turns to searching 
for her identity as a woman. The protagonist’s first community of women comprises 
her mother, cousins, rivals, and friends. Thus stories of her first life in Malaysia 
concentrate on these Asian women whose identities intertwine with hers (Prologue 17). 
But unfortunately these women cannot provide clear and positive models of 
womanhood for the protagonist. Her mother is an absent figure. Her stepmother is 
repugnant. Missionary teachers are no more than unsexed humans. Her classmates are 
ostentatiously feminine. Aunts are gossiping wives or submissive women waiting to 
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get married. All their stories consolidate the fictionalized double-bind women are 
placed in. Thus the protagonist comes to associate negative qualities—such as 
weakness, dullness, jealousy, irresponsibility, female attachment—with being a 
woman.  
Although she concludes that “I would never become like them” (146), her act of 
renunciation does not help her figure out the positive aspects of womanhood. Her 
exclusion from her brothers’ circles and her suffering under the predominant gender 
discrimination in Malaysian society further exacerbate her anxiety to “[seek] 
corruption to break out of the pomegranate shell of being Chinese and girl” (99). 
In order to achieve this goal, the protagonist wants, on the one hand, to pursue 
equality with men. She tells stories of how she adores her father’s body and her illicit 
love for her father. As the only man with power in the family, her father is an idol to 
her. At school, she studies hard to achieve higher scores than boys. When she wears a 
yellow ribbon as the symbol of an excellent student, she feels as if she has already 
gained masculine power. On the other hand, she wants to conceal all feminine features 
that she deems to reveal women’s weaknesses, and this only exacerbates her brooding 
sense of loneliness and insecurity. Thus these two approaches only trap her more 
deeply in the double bind faced by women and fictionalized by the patriarchal 
ideology. Her voice as an individual woman is submerged by her acquiescence to male 
ascendancy.  
Fortunately, from her later relationships with three young men, she gradually 
perceives that submitting to male desire and male needs only leads her to repeat the 
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fate of her mother or her aunts whom she has repudiated. She is aware that she should 
have separate needs and desires “which would separate her from the male or from the 
socially approved mode of development and social life” (Lim, qtd. in Nor 106). Thus 
her loving stories, to some extent, reveal her strenuous efforts to negotiate an 
independent womanhood between the poles of her own weaknesses and masculine 
power. She continues this negotiation after her migration to America, where she finds 
new stories of how to be a woman. 
 
New Stories in America 
 
In her second life as an Asian American immigrant, Lim at first often recalls 
stories which happened in Malaysia, because these stories may to some extent relieve 
her anxiety as an impoverished stranger in white majority America. They also 
constantly inspire her to keep going, since she knows clearly that she has left her 
family and community behind to pursue individual success in America. But later she 
discovers that these old stories also worsen her homesickness and illustrate her 
alienation from the adopted country. Thus the narrator says that “we tell stories to bind 
us to a spot, and often the stories that makes us cry knot the thickest ropes. … With 
such ghosts, it has taken me a longer time to leave home than most immigrants” (341). 
Therefore, she begins to tell stories about America. Her teaching experience in 
the community college is her first step in socializing with the local people. She 
explores her American identity through stories of her relationships with students, 
colleagues, and neighbors. She realizes that the complexities of identity not only 
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include racial and cultural elements, but also intertwine with class differences. For 
instance, compared with her poor Puerto Rican students and neighbors, the protagonist, 
once seeing herself as an alien foreigner enduring hardship in New York, now 
congratulates herself that she is already secure in the privileged middle class. She also 
finds out that while in Malaysia her communal identity is dictated by the society 
according to her racial roots, but in America her communal identity to some extent is 
shaped by her class identity, which is established by her efforts to earn a good living. 
She belongs not only to Chinese American community but also to the middle-upper 
class community consisting of elites from different races. These changes present the 
possibility of flexible transformations of identity.  
More importantly, she learns to tell the stories of women of color, who help her 
plot her life (Prologue 17). Dr. Helda, whom she met in the Crisis Intervention Center, 
tells her, “it is all right to cry” (225). Friends in the sex-segregated dormitory of her 
university give her palpable affection. Alice, a dorm counsellor, teaches her that 
“women [cannot] live alone in society” (239). Florence, who publishes her review in 
the same journal as Lim does, supports her efforts to publish her memoir. Her 
colleague encourages her to look for a separate life within the traditional family. 
Rachel teaches her how to nurture tender young psyches. Miller presents the 
possibility of a womanhood that “display[s] both woman and mind in her very 
performance of self”, thus raising her confidence in her public participation as a 
feminist (332). All these kinds of sisterhood, across racial, class, age, national, and 
cultural divisions, are the result of social exchange and sharing between women. The 
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protagonist starts to draw from positive models of womanhood from these stories. She 
overcomes her sexism and learns to trust, respect, and love women, thus gaining the 
essential quality of a feminist (332). 
After reviewing the content of the major stories in this memoir, we know that 
through telling stories, Lim addresses the problem of the double bind women are 
placed in--that is, how to bring together body and mind, “sexuality and career, 
emotion and intellect, the personal and the professional” (151), in order to voice a 
distinct and publicly successful womanhood. The content is important, and so is the 
form. As a diasporic women writer, Lim aims to “[jump] fences of culture, gender, 
race and class” in storytelling (Newton 107). In order to avoid reducing the complex 
interactions of race, class, culture, and nation into homogeneous categories, which 
many autobiographers will do to achieve authorial unification, the narrator here 
instead adopts multivocal viewpoints to negotiate a space out of multicultural, 
cross-racial and transnational practices. Thus I am interested here in how Bakhtin’s 
ideas of dialogism shed new light on the heteroglossic features of Lim’s narrations. I 
will investigate two main narrative strategies employed by Shirley Lim. These are 
double-voiced narration and the telling of contradictory versions of stories. These 




From her education in the convent school onwards, the protagonist has often 
questioned authority, though she knows that she will be punished by unjust teachers. 
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Thus, she says, “unlike other children, I lacked the self-protective skill of silence” 
(107). Paradoxically, she is actually proud of her intelligence, which enables her to 
quickly detect teachers’ mistakes. However, as an always hungry, powerless female 
student subject to discrimination, the protagonist realizes that she has to resist 
authorities in a subtler way in order to avoid further hurt. 
One of the ways she gets back at authority figures is to retell their authoritative 
narratives in a double-voiced manner. Bakhtin defines this compositional form as 
An utterance that belongs, by its grammatical (syntactic) and compositional markers, to a 
single speaker, but that actually contains mixed within it two utterances, two speech manners, 
two styles, two “languages,” two semantic and axiological belief systems (Dialogic 
Imagination 304). 
This is a “double-accented”, “double-styled”, “hybrid construction” for organizing 
heteroglossia into the storytelling (Dialogic Imagination 304). I will analyze some 
examples from this memoir, in order to discuss how the author plays with the 
boundaries of various speech types and unmasks the unjustness, hypocrisy and 
violence of authoritative opinions. 
The following example comes from the protagonist’s meditation on the reason 
why she is excluded from her brothers’ circles: 
Why was I outside the magic of their play? I knew it was because I was a girl. What did it 
mean, that I was a girl? It meant that I was slower than all of them, although my youngest 
brother, four years younger, was barely a toddler [my italics] (42). 
The italicized portion indicates the speech of another and “it is introduced into the 
author’s discourse (the story) in concealed form” (303). We do not see any formal 
markers, neither quotation marks nor any phrases such as “someone says”, “someone 
tells”, or “we are indoctrinated” to inform us that it is another’s speech. However, 
from the second half of this sentence, we can tell that it does not belong to the author 
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but to the “general opinion” authorized by gender ideology. Thus the author’s story is 
“surrounded by the hidden, diffused speech of another” (304). Or to put it another way, 
the author incorporates and utilizes another’s speech to refract her intentions. The 
unmasking of another’s belief system that girls run slower than boys merges with the 
unmasking of authorial speech that “I”, impossibly, can run slower than a toddler. 
Thus the first half of the passage’s emphasis on girls’ physical inadequacy is 
contradicted by the second half, which renders the general opinion in the first half 
sentence visible as ironic and discriminating.  
Bakhtin claims that double-voiced narration is a feature of the discourse of all 
novels, but Lim is one of the memoirists who bring this novelistic technique into 
autobiographical writing. Her use of this technique enables her to expose the fallacies 
of authoritative discourses in safety, thus deconstructing the national/masculine 
authority endorsed by cultural chauvinism, and letting her female voice be heard.  
The double-voiced narration also exhibits its parodic power in her later telling of 
American stories. When the narrator questions the unfair privileged status of 
universities, she says 
The university is symbolically a male territory: its faculty reportedly produces significant 
research, scholarship, and publication. In contrast, nurturing teaching supposedly occurs in 
the community college [my italics]. There, because its standards are domestic and feminized, 
competitive research and scholarship are irrelevant (314). 
We have here a hypocritically general opinion of the differences between the 
university and the community college. This opinion is based on gender bias. The 
fragments in the first sentence, such as “a male territory”, “significant research, 
scholarship, and publication”, and the reason stated in the second sentence “its [the 
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community college] standards are domestic and feminized, competitive research and 
scholarship are irrelevant” are completely at the level of common opinion in academia, 
for the words, “domestic”, “feminized” and “scholarship” deliberately selected by the 
author, are professional terms used by scholars in the university. With these terms, 
scholars stereotype the differences between the university and the community college 
as if they are the same as differences between men and women. However, the purpose 
behind the author’s use of these terms and fragments is not to repeat the official 
glorification of the university. On the contrary, she aims to question its glorification, 
which is established at the expense of the public recognition of the community college. 
Therefore, in the middle of these sentences, she inserts several adverbs in the manner 
of direct authorial speech. The adverbs “symbolically” and “reportedly” undercut the 
validity of the general celebration of university, while the adverb “supposedly” 
repudiates the public opinion that there is a fixed relationship between nurturing 
teaching and the community college. So at the end, the link word “because” fails to 
establish a convincing cause-and-effect link, because its logical foundation has been 
questioned and denied.  
As a typically hybrid construction, where the language of the main section of 
narrative is in someone else’s speech while some critical words are in direct authorial 
speech, this passage unmasks already officially recognized “general opinions” as 
limited, inadequate, unjust, hypocritical or false (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 311). 





After the protagonist migrates to America and secures her place in this new 
country, the author lets her narrate more boldly multivocal stories; that is, the narrator 
simultaneously presents two contradictory narrative versions of one story. 
Taking the story of the events of May 13th 1969 as an example, Lim shows how 
the racially motivated killings make the protagonist feel humiliated, discriminated 
against, angry and disappointed. She sees herself “as a passive and innocent victim of 
the conflict between elites and races” (204). Yet in her struggle to make sense of the 
riots, she realizes that such a painful version told by a Chinese Malaysian is just one 
part of the whole story, while people “who perceive the justness of their claim for 
special rights in an original homeland” tell a different version in a delighted or at least 
a self-righteous manner (203). Miriam, the daughter of a Malay aristocrat, who openly 
says that the Chinese community is the problem of Malaysia, opines that these killings 
are an appropriate solution. 
The protagonist’s teaching experiences at Hostos are also fraught with such 
tensions caused by different attitudes towards one story, though this time both versions 
come from her own mind, in different circumstances. On the one hand, she tries her 
best to help Puerto Rican students learn English. She feels empathy towards their 
poverty, self-contempt and misery. She considers most of them good-hearted, bright 
and diligent. She believes that they deserve more than the status of social outsiders 
because of their inability to correctly speak and write English. Her accustomed 
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identification with the poor and outsiders makes her feel a bond of recognition with 
her Puerto Rican neighbors as well. On the other hand, when her yard or front door is 
occupied by noisy and crude Puerto Rican neighbors, she cannot help but resent those 
who violate her private space. She realizes that she has become a class enemy of the 
poor tenants. Therefore, she is always exhausted by the conflict between these two 
opposite sentiments. She deems herself deserving of her own space, since she has long 
struggled to break out of the “pomegranate shell”, the restrictions of the poor family 
and closely knit Malaysian society, until she at last earns the chance to live in her own 
house. Thus she feels that no one should invade this cozy space. But her working 
experience in the South Bronx always reminds her of their dispossessed status. She 
understands that “private property makes no sense to people who possess none” (261). 
She also knows that “it [is] morally incumbent on [her] to accept their different 
cultural ways” (261). Thus she is wary of her own resentment and has doubts as to 
whether she is becoming a racist. Here the contradictory narrations render an image of 
an honest and self-reflexive Asian American woman scholar, instead of a hypocritical 
philanthropist. 
In the process of contradictory storytelling, the author admits her own shifting 
and multiple viewpoints and self-assessments. According to Bakhtin’s theory, the 
speech of the narrator can “[be] another’s speech and in another’s language” (Dialogic 
Imagination 313), which allows for “a point of view that differs from the point of 
view of the narrator” to be presented in the text (314). As a result, the author may 
adopt different viewpoints at the same time. Alternative ways of thinking suggests that 
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self-identity is relational; otherness is contingent; and the author may simultaneously 
acknowledge more than one reality.  
In conclusion, whether in double-voiced narration or in contradictory storytelling, 
we sense acutely that at every moment the two opposed stories are set against each 
other dialogically. We can sense authorial attention to the dialogic intentions of two 
different points of view, and two opposed belief systems (Bakhtin, Dialogic 
Imagination 314). Therefore, “behind the narrator’s story we read a second story, the 
author’s story; [she] is the one who tells us how the narrator tells stories, and also tells 
us about the narrator [herself]” (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 314). The author 
utilizes now one mode of speech, then another, so that she will not totally submit 
herself to either one of them. Accordingly, her identity is shaped by multiple 
discourses. This dialogue of languages enables transcultural women writers to produce 
complex negotiations across gender, class, race and national division in a 
self-reflexive manner. 
 
Lane with No Name 
 
Shirley Lim’s text is one model of memoir writing, in which the author adopts 
relational and multivocal viewpoints to explore her identity following the appearance 
of a conventional autobiography. Hilary Tham’s Lane with No Name can be seen to be 
drastically different after a first glance at the text’s table of contents. In Among the 
White Moon Faces, the key words, “girl”, “woman”, and “mother”, in the chapter 
titles show that Lim’s narration follows a chronology in the manner of linear and 
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cause-effect storytelling, whereas Tham’s memoir does not present such clues within 
its structure. Titles, such as “The Soy Sauce Compound”, “The Odd-Job Man”, “India 
Next Door”, and “Grandfather Au”, do not indicate a clear chronology or causal links 
relating one episode to another. The table of contents looks more like that of a book of 
short stories, a series of independent narratives organized in a non-chronological order. 
So my following discussion will not provide a chronological overview of a single 
narrative as I did in analyzing Lim’s text. Instead, I will give weight to stories told by 
and of characters, for they occupy much narrative space and constitute the major 
“relational” aspect of the subject. In addition, Tham includes other literary and 
extra-literary genres, such as poems, Cantonese proverbs, an interview, photographs 
and cartoons in her memoir. This hybrid style makes Tham’s text less professionally 
polished than Lim’s. Therefore, critics who do not have a serious yet open-minded 
attitude towards studying her text are unlikely to do full justice to Hilary Tham. They 
may easily dismiss this text as intimate yet not self-reflexive, and thus devalue it as a 
non-academic memoir. With the help of my theoretical apparatus, the following 
discussions will throw new light on its merits. I will focus my textual analysis on 
Tham’s highly varied use of form to dialogically transmit another’s words, thus 
inventing her identity in the process of transmission.  
In Lim’s memoir, the speech of the narrator predominates in the text, Tham, 
however, gives considerable weight to the language used by characters in her narrative. 
“Each character’s speech possesses its own belief system” and “the character speech 
almost always influences authorial speech” (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 315). In 
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order to discuss the identity formation of the protagonist through relationships with 
different characters, we have to look at the diversified and stratified languages used by 
these characters. The fragments of character’s speech constitute “character zones,” 
Bakhtin calls them (Dialogic Imagination 316).  
In this section I will make use of Bakhtin’s “character zones” to examine how the 
author organizes heteroglossia and re-frames another’s internally-persuasive 
discourses to facilitate her self-invention. In discussing Turgenev’s works, Bakhtin 
defines particularized “character zones [zony geroev]”: 
These zones are formed from the fragments of character speech [polurec’], from various 
forms for hidden transmission of someone else’s word, from scattered words and sayings 
belonging to someone else’s speech, from those invasions into authorial speech of other’s 
expressive indicators (ellipsis, questions, exclamations). Such a character zone is the field of 
action for a character’s voice, encroaching in one way or another upon the author’s voice. 
(Dialogic Imagination 316) 
In these “character zones”, Bakhtin notes that three templates of authorial 
transcriptions of character’s speeches: direct speech, quasi-direct speech and indirect 
speech (320). These three templates allow the languages of the character to be 
presented as artistic images in authorial speech. Or, to put it another way, in the 
process of transcription, the languages used by characters are re-framed by authorial 
intention, but simultaneously they diversify the authorial speech through organizing 
heteroglot belief systems into it. Thus identity is constructed in dialogic negotiation 
among these discourses of others’. 
We have studied examples of double-voiced storytelling in Lim’s text. 
Double-voiced narration is one of the basic forms used in Bakhtin’s third 
template—indirect speech transcription, in which the author incorporates another’s 
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speech accent and style into his or her discourse without formal markers. Now I turn 
to the other two types of speech transcription with emphasis on the language used by 
characters in Tham’s text.  
 
Direct Speech Transcription of Mother’s Stories 
 
Shirley Lim says, “for many of us, it is the story of our mothers that makes a 
female heroic so necessary, yet also so impossible” (Prologue 17). Yet in her memoir, 
her mother, more often than not, is absent. Lim wishes that she had had more time to 
talk to mother and listen to her stories. In Tham’s memoir, in contrast, her mother’s 
stories permeate the whole book and significantly shape Tham’s personality. 
Motherwork for empowerment and motherwork for identity is a hot topic in Asian 
American literary studies. My study of Tham’s memoir also starts with her mother’s 
stories, yet commences from a new theoretical perspective, Bakhtin’s ideas on the 
languages used by characters. In the light of Bakhtin’s ideas, my discussion of 
mother’s stories follows such a path—from the author’s acknowledgment of her 
mother’s wisdom passed down through her stories, and then proceeding through the 
application of the mother’s languages to empower the author’s discussion of the 
double bind in which women are placed, and then finally to the examining and 
reframing of her mother’s language to wrest her own answers from these stories. 
 The mother’s storytelling involves the direct transcription of the language used 
by the mother figure. Unlike indirect transcription, or double-voiced narration, where 
authorial intentions are easily revealed, since another’s discourse is more readily 
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incorporated and artistically refashioned by the authorial speech, in direct speech 
transcription “the language used by characters in the novel, how they speak, is 
verbally and semantically autonomous” (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 315). That 
means that each of character’s mode of speech is presented in his/her own language 
that in turn reflects its own belief system, and he/she thus claims a zone of his/her own. 
Thus the character has his/her own sphere to affect the authorial context surrounding 
him/her (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 320). The influential area of an important 
character may go beyond his/her direct words. Thereby heteroglossia, introduced by 
the characters’ speech diversity, enters the authorial voice. However, more often than 
not, authorial intention is to some extent at odds with the characters’ intentions. 
Therefore, authorial intention has to be refracted through a dialogue between the 
author and his or her characters. The dialogue, however, is not a dramatic one that can 
be exhausted into statements and respective responses, but exits beneath the consistent 
surface of single language as a dialogic play among different points of view, 
ideological intentions, and emphasis (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 315). The result 
is that on the one hand, the language used by characters refracts authorial intention, 
and thus may constitute the author’s second language; on the other hand, the authorial 
consciousness is “relativized” by characters’ intentions (Bakhtin, Dialogic 
Imagination 324), and thus the author’s speech is stratified and diversified by 
characters’ languages (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 315). 
Now let us turn to the text. Tham makes grateful acknowledgement of her 
mother’s stories (including proverbs), because they not only give her worldly wisdom 
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in her life but also inspire in her a “progressive” striving for women’s equality. Her 
mother tells her the importance of girls receiving a modern education to develop their 
future career. She advises that women should never cower from their husbands and let 
them lay their hands on their wives. Her mother says these things because she doesn’t 
want her daughters to repeat her fate of “being chained to a loveless marriage, having 
to suffer a feckless husband” (114). 
Therefore, the mother viewpoints on women’s status are conveyed through 
marital stories told by her and become the daughter’s second language to discuss the 
double bind women are placed in. As her mother’s confidante since she was thirteen 
years old, the protagonist finds her mother’s hopes and betrayals have deeply 
“sensitized” her (120), and so in her meditation on women’s status in patriarchal 
society, the author consciously compares her fate to her mother’s. She uses mother’s 
language (stories) as her second language to draw out comparisons between the fate of 
the professional “I”, who has her own career, and thus has opportunities to pursue 
freedom, versus the fate of the powerless mother, who is “constricted by invisible 
fences” set up by gender ideology. 
For example, when the mother tells the protagonist the story of her father’s 
mistress, she explains that the social disapproval of divorce and women’s dependence 
on their husbands determine their unwilling tolerance of unfaithful husbands with 
shameless mistresses (118). Women’s lack of ability to earn money entraps them into 
the loveless cages of marriages. This is her mother’s conclusion, as well as the 
author’s. The narrator immediately tells a similar story about her own marriage. The 
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protagonist decides to stay at home and take care of her daughters, but she is afraid 
that having no income, no career of her own, she will repeat her mother’s fate. As 
expected, one day she quarrels with her husband about whether she should buy a trash 
compactor without his permission. Remembering her mother’s story lets her 
“recognize the male power play” in this event (120). Learning from her mother, she 
refuses to be belittled as subordinate and free household labor. Thus she demands a 
salary from her husband, because she is aware that “if [she] had acceded to his 
restrictive proposition” (121), she must ask for his permission whenever she spends 
money on buying things. As a result, [her] “sense of self-worth would have been 
eroded” and their marriage would have been poisoned by feelings of resentment and 
betrayal, just as her parents’ marriage was (121). At last she wins, and she thanks 
mother for her lessons. 
The mother’s “down-to-earth” language is not only used to discuss the 
double-bind women are placed in, but also to teach the daughter to derive her own 
ideas from others’ words in practical situations. Her mother observes that in Malaysia 
“there is only menial work for people who don’t know English”(38), and thus she 
insists that her daughter receive an English education. She also notices that although 
the Methodist Girl’s School is said to be better than the Convent School, yet her 
relative hasn’t transferred her daughter. Thus the mother concludes that the Convent 
School is actually better than the Methodist Girl’s school. Whether her mother’s 
judgment is correct or not is not the main point. Most importantly from this story, the 
protagonist learns not to follow blindly what others say, but to see what others do. She 
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learns to be able to adopt flexible viewpoints and wrest her own answers from others’ 
discourses. 
The daughter exhibits this ability at Leila’s wedding. From her previous daily 
observations and mother’s admiring comments about Leila’s “very-large-face” dowry 
(58), the narrator points out the importance of “face” for Chinese, and summarizes 
two ways to increase “face”—by outright boasting and by diminishing others. She 
also compares them with other cultural ways to achieve status. Concerning the 
problem of “face”, the author’s opinion is now at odds with her mother’s. Contrary to 
her mother’s endorsement of “saving face”, she aims to expose the irrationality and 
hypocrisy of these cultural practices. She gradually knows that her mother can err too.   
The author not only wants to examine her mother’s stories, but she also wants to 
show the probability of our daily perceptions of the world being distorted by other 
people’s interpretive frames. The chapter “Bare Feet & Broken Glass” presents the 
most intensive illustration of how the powerful interpretive frames give rise to racial 
tensions. This time she uses her mother’s language as her interpretive frame:  
“Do not talk about the Malays” (174). “Do not walk with Malays” (179). “They 
are slothful…” (179). Meanwhile, Malays are also indoctrinated with the hostile 
attitudes towards Chinese. They have been and are still being “robbed by the 
immigrant races” (180). Since people’s perceptions are already placed in these frames, 
Chinese and Malays live in an environment of mutual distrust. Thus stories involving 
both Chinese and Malays feature sad endings.   
In the love story between the daughter of Mrs. Mah and her Malay husband for 
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example, Mrs. Mah is reluctant to accept her son-in-law and tries to destroy the 
marriage, because her mind has been deeply poisoned by negative stereotypes of 
Malays in Chinese general opinion: “They are witch-doctors, bomohs. They will make 
you do things you wouldn’t do in your right mind” (179). Believing such mendacious 
comments, she interprets the love story between her daughter and her son-in-law as a 
story of an innocent woman tortured by a wicked sorcerer. “She [her daughter] is 
bewitched. She is like a sleepwalker these days. He must have given her a love 
potion” (179). Mrs. Mah believes that it’s her duty to get her daughter away from the 
“wife-beating two-legged snake” (179), but she will never agree that she is the cause 
of trouble between this couple and it is improper to bad-mouth her son-in-law. 
 At her young age, the protagonist’s perceptions are limited by these interpretive 
frames as well, so she agrees that Malays constitute a “taboo” subject. After a series of 
events, including the May 13th civil riots and her migration to America, where Chinese 
and Malays enjoy equal status, the protagonist realizes that Malays and Chinese have 
been kept apart and alienated to each other mostly because of distorted interpretive 
frames, together with those “unfounded rumors and political lies” within these frames 
that poison people’s minds of both parties (181).  
 
Quasi-direct Transcription of the Language Used by the Father 
 
Quasi-direct transcription is another template of speech transcription found in 
language used by characters. Bakhtin defines quasi-direct speech transcription as a 
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form that “judging by its syntactic markers, … is authorial speech, but its entire 
emotional structure belongs to [the character]” (Dialogic Imagination 319). That 
means that the character’s inner speech is regulated and artistically represented by the 
author, so that the character’s emotional yet disorderly and impetuous emphasis can be 
preserved “with a context belonging to the author” (Dialogic Imagination 319). 
Quasi-direct speech transcription is another basic way of organizing heteroglossia 
within the authorial voice. This form facilitates the presence of another’s inner speech 
so that it emerges in a structured and stylistic manner. 
Since I have discussed the language used by the mother in depth, I now draw an 
example from the stories of the narrator’s father, who is also an indispensable 
character in the protagonist’s life: 
My father was not a patient man. He soon grew tired of trying to draw out his pretty 
child-bride, tired of sitting in a dimly lit hall watching moths kamikazeing on the kerosene 
lamp. … He was young, eager for fun and companionship and adventures. He wanted to stroll 
in the town center, with his pretty wife smiling adoringly at him. Instead, he had a mouse of a 
girl who would not look at him, who hardly spoke at all, who submitted to him like a rag doll 
in the dark privacy of their bedroom (9). 
The passage above is, in essence, “a form of a character’s quasi-direct discourse” 
(Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 319), though sprinkled with a few authorial comments. 
The syntactic markers indicate that this passage is authorial speech, but we can easily 
sense her father’s emotions pervading the whole passage. Her father, who is young 
and has been raised with the freedom which is a privilege of males, is eager for 
excitement and romantic love.  
This passage signifies guesswork done by the author, who pieces together her 
own observation and stories heard from her parents. This quasi-direct speech 
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transcription, in Bakhtin’s terms, “introduces order and stylistic symmetry into the 
disorderly and impetuous flow of a character’s internal speech” (Dialogic Imagination 
319), so that a character’s inner speech can emerge within the authorial context. Here, 
her father’s inner speech is treated as a language image and artistically presented by 
the author. Thus the authorial discourse is further stratified and diversified by this 
language image which carries within it its own belief system. The father’s speech 
makes the reconstruction of the past appear not only from the authorial viewpoint, but 
also to arise from the characters’ inner motivations, as if the characters have their 
independent influences on authorial intentions. In this extract, her father’s inner 
speech articulates that men, to some extent, also suffer from embarrassment and have 
lukewarm relationships with their wives caused by the sexual constraint of patriarchal 
ideologies.  
 Thus, quasi-direct discourse is a hybrid construction. Both the authorial 
discourse and the language of characters are dialogized by each other. As the above 
example shows, the author not only represents her father’s inner speech, but also adds 
some comments to it, or introduces her own accent into it, so that the author’s voice is 
presented in varying degrees (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 320). As a result, the 
identity construction becomes relational and contingent, because the authorial 
discourse has to engage in dialogic negotiation with the speech of characters.  
 
Hybrid Genres Incorporated in Memoir Writing  
 
After examining examples that show a variety of possible treatments of the 
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language used by characters, and the diverse manners in which these language images 
independently orchestrate the authorial intentions, I now investigate how the 
incorporated genres also incorporate heteroglossia into Tham’s memoir. As Bakhtin 
has noted, “the novel permits the incorporation of various genres, both artistic 
(inserted short stories, lyrical songs, poems, dramatic scenes, etc.) and extra-artistic 
(everyday, rhetorical, scholarly, religious genres and others)” (Dialogic Imagination 
320). Tham’s Lane with No Name claims to be a memoir, yet it incorporates various 
genres, such as poems, nursery rhymes, Cantonese proverbs, an interview, photos and 
cartoons, as Bakhtin suggests a novel does. Featuring a diversity of languages, it is an 
interesting text worth more discussion. The existence of linguistic diversity in the 
memoir shows that “the capacity to broaden the horizon of language” (Dialogic 
Imagination 323) is available to autobiographical writing as well as novels. As a result, 
the identity of the “I” is diversified and stratified by these heteroglot languages that 
refract authorial intentions. Since my analysis cannot cover all the genres incorporated 
in the text because of lack of space, I will focus my discussion on the more literary 




Poetry for Tham is one of the most important “well-worked-out forms … to 
“assimilate reality in words” (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 321). Tham believes that 
writing poetry is an important way to examine her life. Incorporating poetry into her 
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memoir is a necessary element of her life story. Unlike dry and logical prose narration, 
poetry is a blending of facts with fiction, in order to articulate the truth of human 
existence (97). In the poem “Golden Lilies”, for example, Tham explains that her 
“grandmother” replaces her “grand-aunt” for the sake of “poetic truth”. But this 
“dishonest” replacement does not harm the truth represented in the poem. Tham’s 
purpose is to put forward a modern-day woman’s criticism of the ancient vicious 
Chinese practice of foot-binding, so the choice of protagonist does not matter, as long 
as she is an elderly women who has suffered the pain of foot-binding.  
Poetry is also a psychological response to an actual event, “an acting out of ‘I 
wish I had said this, or done that’”(95), which Tham does not present in the form of 
inner monologue as most autobiographers do. Rather she uses poetic language to 
represent her inner speech. “Mrs. Wei on the Bus” is an example (95). This poem tells 
the story of a brave woman, Mrs. Wei, who uses loud words to humiliate a lascivious 
monk. But in Tham’s actual encounter with similar sexual harassment, she hastily 
retreats. So she regrets her cowardice and thus writes the poem. 
Poetry in Tham’s memoir serves more functions than those I have discussed 
above. It may act as a narrative transition, as does “Moving Up” (22); or serve as an 
interpretive frame, as does “Arithmetic”(27); it sometimes complements preceding 
stories, as illustrated by “Secrets” (65); it also introduces the author’s second voice 





In addition to poetry, Cantonese proverbs are another important literary genre 
incorporated into Tham’s memoir. Tham’s mother is good at using terse and evocative 
proverbs to summarize every occasion and give moral lessons to her daughter. For 
example, she uses the flowing proverb to comfort her daughter who complains of 
receiving unfair treatment: “Hak gau dau sek, baak gau dong joi. The black dog steals 
the food, the white dog gets punished ” (113). The proverb,  “Sek gai daan, m’sek gai 
na. Eat the eggs but not the mother hen” (114), indoctrinates prudence into children, 
as does “tai ngan sik yan. Do not bee too trusting” (114). All these proverbs not only 
pass down wisdom to the daughter, but also influence how Tham uses language, thus 
affecting the way she constructs her identity in the memoir. 
The language in Cantonese proverbs is “terse, concentrated, full of rhymes and 
images”, and exposure to such language since childhood makes the protagonist “think 
in metaphors and [turn] to the reading and writing of poetry”(44). Her poem “Sunday” 
(194) shows the extent to which “[she] was intoxicated with alliteration and big 
polysyllabic words scattering them through [her] poems like a child showing off” 
(194). Another poem “Doppelganger” (206) indicates that she comes to “ideas and 
their articulation by way of metaphor and connotations/associations” (208). She uses 
the image of the doppelganger to metaphorize the darker side of ourselves, or our 
spouses when they appear as familiar strangers to us. In addition, the use of metaphors 
permits the imagination to refract reality. Writing a memoir contradicts the cultural 
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values with which the protagonist has grown up. Thus she sometimes has to use her 
imagination “to fill out the shapes and shadows beneath the surfaces people present to 
the world” (115). 
The way her mother uses proverbs as a master chef uses spices endows Tham 
with a pragmatic negotiation strategy when she is placed at the junction of a multitude 
of cultural values (44). In order to make a tasty dish, a master chef should be able to 
choose several kinds of spices he needs, and more often than not he must use his own 
creativity to design this dish with spices that may have contradictory flavors. The 
order in which spices are added and the amount included in any recipe also need to be 
considered. Tham learns the deft and flexible manner of “selecting spices” in order to 
cook a dish she wants. Thus when she is situated in the mist of contradictory cultural 
values, she does not feel as anxious as Shirley Lim does. She is not worried about 
logic, coherence, and causality. She just selects or chooses those kinds of elements 
that are appropriate to her identity invention.  
As a diasporic writer, constantly pushed back and forth by different belief 
systems, Tham finds that this attitude enables her to maintain her integrity. After my 
detailed analysis in the light of Bakhtin’s theory, we have to admit that Tham not only 
succeeds in incorporating heteroglossia into her memoir, but also challenges the 
generic boundaries between memoir and novel. By incorporating so many diverse 
genres within her memoir, while preserving “their own structural integrity and 
independence, as well as their own linguistic and stylistic peculiarities” (Bakhtin, 
Dialogic Imagination 321), Tham shows that there are many possible ways to write a 
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memoir. Why should we stick to the standard account that an anxious narration is 
more self-reflexive than a self-assured one, a fragmentary diasporic persona is more 
believable than an integrated one, or that a chronological organization is more 
professional than a vignette-like structure resembling a short-story cycle? 
Therefore, Tham’s memoir may be a useful model. This is especially true when 
we put Lim’s and Tham’s memoirs together, and compare their similarities and 
differences. As Tham is determined to freely “explore all the interesting paths” that 
can “give pattern to her existence” (202), we see that identity transformation is the 
primary issue for transnational women writers whom I study here, whereas “the 
[narrative] form is always contingent, provisional, already mutating, changeful, and in 
process” (Lim, “Gender” 105). Thus all narrative strategies analyzed in this chapter 
finally lead back to this one point: it is storytelling, rather than the form of memoir 
writing, that enables women writers to construct a polyvocal selfhood, thus engaging 
dialogic negotiation across cultural, racial, gender and class divisions. In addition, the 
form of the memoir is able to utilize those narrative strategies in storytelling, as well 
as the form of the novel. Thus the next chapter will study two novels that also make 
use of the technique of storytelling to investigate identity in the context of 
transnational experiences. They are Lydia Kwa’s This Place Called Absence (2003) 
and Fiona Cheong’s The Scent of the Gods (1991). 
Lim and Tham, though they bring heteroglossia into their writings, are still 
restricted to the form of the memoir, as indicated by their book-titles. Being writers of 
an older generation born in Malaysian society where identity was predetermined and 
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prescribed by the society according to race, Lim and Tham did not fully enjoy 
freedom of identity construction until they migrated to America while in their twenties. 
Under the shadow of social-historical forces, that included Chinese Confucianism, 
Malay chauvinism and British colonialism, they might naturally deem it safer and 
easier to explore their identities in a traditional form. 
In contrast to their experiences, Lydia Kwa and Fiona Cheong, writers of a 
younger generation, were born in Singapore and migrated to North America when 
they were around 18 years old. In Singapore ethnic Chinese as the majority race do 
not suffer the racial discrimination that most Malaysian Chinese do. In addition, 
English is a common lingua franca used by people from different races. Thus 
Singaporean Chinese have enjoyed more freedom and flexibility to move across racial 
and cultural differences when possible animosity among different races is reduced by 
the fact that people speak or accept the same language which “belongs” to no one 
group. Moreover, Kwa and Cheong pursued their undergraduate studies in North 
America. Eighteen years old is a critical age at which most people start formulating 
their essential belief systems. Living experiences in North America have given them a 
broader horizon on which they can construct their identities. They are thus more 
open-minded than the writers of the older generation. In their experiments in writing, 
Kwa and Cheong inject autobiographical elements into their novels, so that they can 
explore their multivocal identities in the novel form, breaking out of the traditional 
expectations that identity can only be discussed in the form of autobiography. The 
relationships between the author’s identity and the protagonist’s, as well as the 
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relationships between the author’s and other characters’, become more complicated in 
their novels than they are in memoir-writing. In the next chapter, we thus need to 




Chapter 2. We Are Just Being 
Ourselves 
 
The last chapter investigated two memoirs. Both Lim and Tham make use of 
narrative techniques to negotiate and solidify their identities as transcultural women 
writers through telling stories. In this chapter, however, I will explore the same 
thematic concern in a new genre—the autobiographical novel. It is autobiographical in 
the sense that the author draws on many of her memories to compose her work. Yet it 
is, at the same time, a novel because it is a prose work that deliberately blurs the 
boundary between memory and imagination, and is not presented as an autobiography 
in which the protagonist’s and author’s names are identical. Thus, compared to the 
memoir, the author of autobiographical novel enjoys more freedom to re/construct her 
memories, so that telling stories are further dramatized and the construction of identity 
in the context of relationships between different characters becomes more 
complicated.  
Here I focus my textual analysis on Lydia Kwa’s This Place Called Absence and 
Fiona Cheong’s The Scent of the Gods. I choose these two texts primarily because of 
the significance of their focus on specific groups of people at specific historical times, 
thus opening up new dimensions to discussing the identity construction in 
transcultural contexts. Kwa’s text explores how lesbians voice their longing for love 
within dominant heterosexual discourses where a lesbian identity is considered 
undesirable or even illegal. Cheong’s novel brings up the sharp conflict between 
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individual identity and collective good in a newly independent Singapore, where filial 
piety has to give way to national loyalty.  
Storytelling as a primary strategy to facilitate the re-invention of identities 
remains the focus of my analysis, but I will incorporate new perspectives from other 
theorists into my original theoretical apparatus, in order to demonstrate my new 
insights into the relationship between the genuine “becoming” of characters and their 
techniques of telling stories. In Kwa’s text, like the previous two memoirs, storytelling 
remains the site of dialogic negotiations among diverse voices, but my analysis of it 
goes beyond the macro-ideological level and explores the internal psychological 
implications of storytelling. In the second section of the chapter, I shift my analysis 
from voices to the time-space properties of storytelling in Cheong’s text. Through the 
application of the concept of multi-layered time-space zones, storytelling is revealed 
as not only the site of dialogic play but also displays supplementary power as an 
active intervention strategy which the author consciously uses to question hegemonic 
discourses and open up other possible narratives.     
Lydia Kwa has commented that “my audience might be those people interested in 
grappling with internal, psychological realities” (Karamcheti). In addition, her 
protagonist, Wu Lan, is a psychologist who is herself receiving psychotherapeutic 
treatment. Thus my analysis of this text will integrate Bakhtin’s dialogism with 
perspectives drawn from psychotherapy. I aim to analyze the micro-processes of 
self-construction in a dialogic context. This will show how dialogues effect internal 
psychic changes, thus revising the way stories are told, and suggesting new 
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possibilities of integrating multiple differences into identity construction.  
In Cheong’s text, the protagonist is situated among contentious narratives of 
national loyalty, filial piety and individual freedom. She explores the way to construct 
her identity as a fully fledged citizen without jeopardizing her feminine identity. 
Inspired by Bakhtin’s notion of the heterochronotope and Homi Bhabha’s concept of 
nations as narratives, I argue that the interrelated time-space implications of diverse 
discourses enhance the performative power of storytelling, and that Cheong’s 
protagonist makes use of this heterochronous storytelling to deconstruct the unified 
myth of hegemonic discourses authorized by national interests or filial/ethnic benefits, 
thus negotiating her own time-space zone within which her identity emerges. 
 
Telling stories to voice the marginalized identities 
 
In the introduction, I have discussed in detail the fact that identity is formed in 
narration and re-constructed along with developing story/stories. Storytelling as an 
internally persuasive discourse opens the dialogic play of self versus the Other, so that 
women writers such as Shirley Lim and Hilary Tham are able to incorporate multiple 
voices into their works, thus subverting the double bind they are placed in and 
defining their identities in patriarchal society.  
However, the lesbian identity that Lydia Kwa tries to construct in this novel faces 
more difficulties than the identities Lim and Tham construct in their texts because, as 
Julia Watson points out, “women’s sexuality has usually been presumed as 
heterosexual except when spoken otherwise. When it is spoken as lesbian, …[its] 
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difference is read as deviance” (Watson 394). Therefore, lesbian identity is 
marginalized in a society dominated by the norms of heterosexuality.  
The detrimental effect of the heterosexual bias is represented in the mutual lack 
of understanding between the protagonist Wu Lan and her family, which results in Wu 
Lan’s “escape” from Singapore (123). However, her flight into exile fails to appease 
her desire to be loved. After going through her father’s suicide and breaking up with 
her partner Kim, Wu Lan becomes guilty of “distancing” herself from her family on 
one hand, and suffers the painful absence of love on the other. The internal psychic 
fissures result in Wu Lan’s self-alienation and her alienation from surrounding people. 
She is unable to face herself, to talk about her sorrows, and to confess her longing for 
love. Her life is shadowed by a dreadful silence. 
To avoid being defeated by such anonymity, Wu Lan has to imagine the stories of 
two prostitutes – Lee Ah Choi and Chow Chat Mui. Unlike the protagonists in Lim’s 
and Tham’s texts who retell the stories heard from parents or friends, the sources of 
Wu Lan’s stories are from James Warren’s article “The Ah Ku and Karayuki-San of 
Singapore—Their Lives: Sources, Method and a Historian’s Representation” (1992) 
and his book—Ah Ku and Karayuki-San: Prostitution in Singapore 1870-1940 
(1993).1 This is a new “intersubjective dimension” of the relational self. Because of 
Wu Lan’s fear of the Other in reality and her marginalized lesbian identity in the 
society, she is not able to inherit stories suited to her needs from her family. Instead, 
                                                        
1 Ah Ku and Karayuki-san: Prostitution in Singapore, 1870-1940 is a historical account of the brothel life of 
Chinese and Japanese prostitutes in Singapore between 1870 and 1940. In Kwa’s text, the psychologist Wu Lan 




she has to find her psychic foils in another way. Thus, the author reconstructs stories 
of the two sex trade workers in this book, so that they become “two aspects of Wu 
Lan’s psyche” (Leung 259). One self “is helpless and victimized”, representing Wu 
Lan’s desire to be rescued, whereas the other self is strong and independent, 
pronouncing her determination to “[find] a way to escape and does not remain a 
victim” (Leung 260). The hardship of their past lives as prostitutes and their secret 
love for each other are crystallized in the slippers “[brocaded] with the design of two 
phoenixes entwined” (Kwa 204). Wu Lan inherits the slippers, thus metaphorically 
becoming the listener of their stories. 
 
Storytelling as Psychotherapeutic Treatment 
 
Lydia Kwa expects her novel to “explore complexities of the human mind” 
(Leung 253).Thus not only the content of stories is important, but also the manner in 
which these stories interact with one another, providing a context for the 
micro-processes of the psychological re/invention of identity. Borrowing concepts 
from psychotherapy, I metaphorically read the novel as a psychotherapeutic treatment 
conducted by the author, in which Wu Lan functions as the client, the author as the 
therapist. The narratives of Chow and Lee are the client’s imaginary stories, and the 
dialogues between Wu Lan and Mahmee as well as other characters serve as 
interventions inserted by the therapist. The purpose of this reading is two-fold: to test 
how the inner self is revealed and transformed in dialogues and to discuss how, 
accordingly, storytelling undergoes revisions through the transformations of the 
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psyche, thus opening up new possibilities for identity-construction.  
Before I start to analyze the psychotherapeutic sessions of this novel, however, I 
will give a brief introduction of the relationship between psychotherapy and 
storytelling, as well as between psychotherapy and dialogism, so that readers may 
have a clear idea of the concepts I will utilize in later textual analysis and how they 
are related to the main concern—dialogic storytelling—in this thesis. 
Dennis Brown and Jonathan Pedder define psychotherapy as “essentially a 
conversation which involves listening to and talking with those in trouble with the aim 
of helping them understand and resolve their predicament” (Prologue xi). The premise 
of this concept is that the self is a storied self. People organize their life experience 
into stories and their identities are narratively structured by telling stories. When 
people’s problems are externalized in the form of stories, the analyst is able to analyze 
these stories like a literary critic who dissects the plot, appraises the characters, and 
brings into play necessary interventions. In the process of revising and retelling stories, 
hidden or marginal discourses are discovered, thus bringing up different relations and 
new possibilities. 
From my understanding of psychotherapy, the curing of mental illness takes 
place in an exchange—a dialogue—between the patient and the analyst, between the 
speaker and the listener (Brooks 15). According to Bakhtin’s theory of the 
construction of self-consciousness, dialogue is also the only way that one can 
approach the inner person or force the inner person to reveal himself (Bakhtin, 
Problems, 251). As Bakhtin notes, “in dialogue a person not only shows himself 
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outwardly, but he becomes for the first time that which he is, … not only for others 
but for himself as well” (Bakhtin, Problems 252). As a result, the self re/constructs 
itself through an ongoing series of dialogues, in which others’ responses in the past 
provoke internal dialogues that affect the psyche and urge the self to generate new 
ways of relating to others in the present (Georgaca 543). The malleable present 
endows the future with more possibilities. 
Both Bakhtinian reading and psychotherapy emphasize the importance of 
dialogues and exchanges of diverse voices. Yet if we want to pursue an analysis on 
how dialogues affect psychic changes at the micro level, thus enabling protagonists to 
reconstruct identities in dialogic storytelling, we should look at two more concepts, 
the “penetrative word” in dialogism and the idea of “intervention” in psychotherapy.  
In his discussions on Dostoevsky’s late novels, Bakhtin highlights the artistic role 
of the “penetrative word” in dialogues. He says that the penetrative word is the 
“[hero’s] own word in someone else’s mouth” (Bakhtin, Problems 254). The 
penetrative word will inevitably touch the hero’s heart and evoke internal dialogues, 
thus connecting external dialogue with internal dialogue (Bakhtin, Problems 265). 
This is another variety of doubled-voice discourses, although it differs from those 
discussed in the previous chapter. The rejoinders in the open dialogue are intersected 
by the rejoinders of internal dialogue. As a result, the penetrative word allows the 
dialogic play of various voices, both expressed and submerged ones. Bakhtin predicts 
that the encounter of heteroglot voices may make audible new aspects of words used 
by heroes (Bakhtin, Problems 266). But Bakhtin fails to explain the micro-processes 
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of how this change may occur. This, to some extent, weakens the power of his 
prediction. That is why I want to borrow another concept—that of “intervention” 
along with its relevant perspectives—from psychotherapy to substantiate Bakhtin’s 
ideas.  
In psychotherapeutic approaches, words that evoke clients’ internal dialogues are 
called “interventions”. The purpose of interventions is not so much to understand the 
client’s narrative account as to evoke the inner dialogue of the client (Georgaca 544). 
Thus these interventions must operate like Bakhtin’s “penetrative word”, which 
“[links] with the internal voice of the other” (Bakhtin, Problems 254), in order to 
evoke the client’s inner dialogues. In addition, the therapist must respond from a 
position beyond the client’s expectation, so that the intervention destabilizes original 
transference patterns, and thus can mobilize the client’s inner dialogue to reflect on his 
or her past experience, discover unconscious desires, and explore other possible 
subject positions (Georgaca 544).  
The dialogic relationship between therapist and client, between listener and teller, 
“is simultaneously one of collaboration and struggle”: they cooperate to produce a 
coherent and explanatory text and yet struggle over its interpretation, constitution, and 
the shape of narration (Brooks 57). The client has the desire to interpret his/her own 
past through the present storytelling, because the main purpose of his/her telling is to 
let himself/herself be understood. But the problem-saturated stories narrated by the 
client are probably inconsistent, fissured by hidden desires and repressed memories. 
The therapist has to follow and go beyond the “as if” stories, the imaginary narrative 
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frame to recompose the narrative account, reorder the events, so that the hidden 
desires of the client may be revealed (Brooks 17).  
The dialogic interactions of client’s speech and therapist’s analysis decide that 
storytelling becomes fundamentally open and un-finalizable, because “it [is] always 
under revision, always in transition between reader and text or between analyst and 
patient” (Brooks, 55). This revision of narrative discourse cannot change the past, but 
it can rewrite the presently written narration of the past, thus altering the future 
denouement. 
In the previous section, I situated my theoretical discussions within a web woven 
of Bakhtin’s dialogism and psychotherapeutic concepts. Now, I will turn to analyzing 
textual examples. My major concern here is how Wu Lan’s storytelling always 
undergoes revisions through others’ interventions triggered by her dialogues with 
others. Others’ interventions in the form of external dialogues evokes her internal 
dialogue and psychic changes, following which the re/interpretations of the past 
become not “finalized knowledge of how one has come to be who one is”, but rather 
re-constructible stories that entail different possibilities in the new context (Georgaca 
545). In the re-construction of storytelling, Wu Lan re/understands her father’s suicide, 
re/adjusts her relationship with others and resets her future expectations, thus 
re/inventing her identity as a lesbian who should be respected and loved by others. 
 
“Being ourselves” 2 
                                                        
2 In his article “Exploring Signs and Voices”, Georgaca’s detailed discussions of dialogues between the client and 





At first, Wu Lan believes that her years of “escape” from the family have caused 
her father’s suicide (5). Her parents and brother cannot understand her “strange” 
behavior that contradicts heterosexual ideology. In their eyes, she is a misbehaving 
and mysterious daughter (20, 33). Therefore, Wu Lan has to hide her hunger for love 
within her apparent apathy to family ties.  
However, she discloses this desire in the miserable lives of her imaginary 
characters, Chow Chat Mui and Lee Ah Choi. As prostitutes, they are like captured 
animals disdained by society and waiting to be slaughtered. Besides smoking opium, 
the only comfort they initially find is only in the private pleasure when they look at 
each other (11). But they dare not acknowledge this secret love, because they know 
that these “abnormal” emotions for each other are forbidden by society. 
When Wu Lan is brooding over their stories in the library, she encounters a 
young woman called Stephanie and follows her home because she wants to be in “the 
arms of another human being”, so as to relieve the aching sensation of loneliness (32). 
But after she wakes up, she becomes quite nervous. In the following untagged 
dialogue, Stephanie speaks first. 
“You started to say you lost. What did you lose?” 
… 
“Oh. A bit complicated to explain. I, uh, I need to go now.”  
… 
“We’re not weird, you know. Just because you’re freaked out about something. We believe in 
being ourselves, that’s all.” 
“I’m sorry. I’m not used to acting this way.” 
“What? Following your instinct?” 
I look into her eyes, lit by extraordinary fieriness. In my twenties, I didn’t have even a tenth 
of her gall (44). 
 81
“I am not used to acting this way” is the culmination of Wu Lan’s usual 
self-prohibitions. Staying away from strangers and bridling her instincts help her to 
keep her secrets. Thus Stephanie’s remark about “being ourselves”, apparently 
contradicting Wu Lan’s beliefs, actually corresponds to Wu Lan’s unconscious desires. 
Due to long-term alienation from others as well as from herself, she is frightened to be 
herself in front of people who are not acquainted with her or may misunderstand her. 
She is anonymous to herself because she perceives that she is marginalized by 
heterosexual ideology (99). Stephanie’s response lets Wu Lan realize her cowardice to 
face herself. Even in the “as if” space, her fantasy of the love between Ah Choi and 
Chat Mui is filled with hesitations. The phrase, “being ourselves”, encourages Wu Lan, 
as a lesbian, to rethink her relationship with her family as well as with the society. 
This section becomes the first milestone in Wu Lan’s psychic changes. After 
experiencing Stephanie’s intervention as inserted by the author, Wu Lan, as the client, 
starts to feel free to express her feelings about sex and love in her imaginary stories 
without worrying about their being diminished by general opinions. 
 
The Relational Self: “Ancestors are rare, descendants are common.” 
 
In order to better understand her relationship with her family, Wu Lan must learn 
the meanings of her name chosen by her parents and represented by the Chinese 
characters “巫兰”, which literally mean “witch” and “orchid”. From Tze Cheng’s 
explanation, she realizes that her name carries her Mahmee’s wish that she helps 
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others (62). She rethinks whether loneliness and anonymity are the only ways to 
survive possible social misunderstandings. Wu Lan’s dialogues with Stephanie during 
their second encounter with her enlighten her understanding of the relational self. In 
this extract, Wu Lan speaks first. 
“What sort of project?” 
“On Darwinian theory.” 
“Oh? Tell me more.” 
“… I’ve just started reading, so I can’t say much yet, but listen to this: ‘Ancestors are rare, 
descendants are common.’ Isn’t that cool?” 
I pause to think over this statement…(72) 
The compelling notions of ancestors and descendants uncover Wu Lan’s awkward 
place in the heterosexual-dominated society, in which women are deemed to be child 
bearers, and producers and guardians of familial genealogy. But Wu Lan, as a lesbian, 
stands outside this heteronormativity. Previously, she has used the excuse that she 
does not “care” to evade such reality. Now, Stephanie’s remark touches a sore spot 
that she has never dared to acknowledge and she realizes this: “I will not have a direct 
descendant to survive me. Can I honestly say that I don’t care?” (80). However, the 
sentence “descendants are common” also reminds Wu Lan that only in the relationship 
we share with others can we understand ourselves. When she goes swimming, Wu 
Lan’ realizes her distant relationships with strangers beyond her family, noting that 
“[o]ur bodies [create] turbulence together” (89). The swimming pool symbolizes the 
whole environment that supports her body (90). Thus Wu Lan’s storytelling becomes 
more aware of the social role of individuals. The linking to others corresponds to the 
implication of her name—the wu shi, beings whose mission is to drive away demons, 
thus helping others to restore their health. 
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Her new understanding of the relational self further impels Wu Lan to discuss her 
father’s suicide with her brother, Michael. She wants to know his response to their 
father’s death. More importantly, she consciously or subconsciously looks for 
someone whose words can lessen her guilt.  
 
“Not your fault”: One’s Word on Other’s Lips 
The following extract is Wu Lan’s dialogue with her brother, Michael, on the 
phone. She frankly talks about her father’s death with a family member for the first 
time. 
“He comes… he bothers me too.” 
“Hey, really?” 
“Yes…and I…” Should I tell him? The tension in my throat is almost unbearable. “ I haven’t 
told anyone…don’t tell Mahmee, okay? He phoned me two nights before….” 
“Huh? What did he say?” 
“Nothing. He left me a message, only said… let’s talk.” … “What did he want? If only I had 
been home, if I tried… I didn’t know.…” 
“Sis, hey, hey… not your fault…come on!”  [my italics] Then he continues, “why doesn’t he 
bother me? Only you and Mahmee.” 
“Maybe…,” I feel myself calm down and breathe more easily, “he knows he’s bothered you 
enough?” 
He laughs loudly at this. “Oh, sure.” (129) 
In this extract, there is a “coincidence between the borrowed words of one hero and 
the internal and secret discourse of another hero” (Bakhtin, Problems 254). Michael’s 
penetrative words “not your fault” intersect with Wu Lan’s inner speech, and answer 
the question that Wu Lan has asked herself many times in internal dialogue (Bakhtin, 
Problems 255): Is my father’s suicide due to my failure to call back and comfort him? 
Wu Lan’s own secret words “not my fault” are spoken through Michael’s lips. The 
same words in different voices constitute a multi-layered, polyphonic text. In addition, 
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before this conversation, there is a hidden tension between the two siblings, a filial son 
whose wife continues to bear children for the family and a daughter who has not 
married and become a mother. Now the coincidence between Michael’s open answer 
and Wu Lan’s hidden expectation relaxes the tension and changes her attitude towards 
Michael, seeing him less as a shy little brother than as a candid and even protective 
sibling (129).  
Her psychic change brings up again the point that she refuses to discuss, her 
failed relationship with Kim and her general reflections on women’s social roles. Wu 
Lan starts her exploration of her past experiences. She recalls that she used to be 
proud of her love with Kim, believing that they were “a model lesbian couple” (138). 
But Kim, at last, compromised with heterosexual discourse and left Wu Lan for a man 
instead. Wu Lan initially claims that she doesn’t care and let Kim win. Now, however, 
she asserts that “Everything matters” (original italicis 138). Wu Lan admits that she 
does not want to see any signs of happiness in Kim. This sounds selfish, but it is 
expressive of her true feelings, because she believes that women who entrust men with 
their destiny are pitiable. This confession is a key turning point in Wu Lan’s psychic 
development. Since it is not my place to judge her opinions, I am interested in how 
this change affects the development of her storytelling. 
In Wu Lan’s imaginary stories, Chat Mui has tried to persuade Ah Choi that 
someday she will buy freedom for both of them, but Ah Choi persists in seeing getting 
married to a man as her sole hope for a new life. When Ah Choi finds out that 
gonorrhea has prevented her from bearing children, her courage to survive is 
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completely destroyed by this news (136). Losing all her money and the hope of 
getting married, she dies silently and in shame. Ah Choi’s miserable ending constitutes 
not only Wu Lan’s revenge for Kim’s betrayal, but also her call for women’s 
independence. Ah Choi’s disillusionment with the possibility of men saving her 
questions the promises of heterosexual ideology that women will be protected by men 
in marriage.  
 
“Choosing to Live”: Switching Consciousness  
Wu Lan’s encounter with Francis, a stranger she met in the café, further enriches 
her understanding of love. The following dialogue is extracted from their talk in 
Francis’ apartment. Francis speaks first: 
“…how futile it is to rely on others for happiness. The idea of the poem was that two human 
souls were farther apart than two stars.”  
    … 
“Sorry. I was thinking how sad it is.” 
“But, don’t you think, how true? If only we could accept it, I think we would all be a lot less 
devastated by so-called love.” (148) 
In all kinds of loving relationship, it is futile to rely on others for happiness. Francis’ 
words reverberate inside Wu Lan’s heart. Her mind flashes back to that time she 
stayed with Stephanie. She was very frustrated that their sexual contact could not 
alleviate the pain of loneliness (192). Now she understands that even though someone 
lies beside a lover, his/her heart may be far away and his/her mind may enjoy private 
dreams that the couple will never be allowed to explore together. A confession of love 
is not dangerous, nor is sex fragile. What is devastating is our forever indulging in 
feelings of loss. We must strive for our own happiness without being prevented from 
 86
attaining it by haunting figures who are supposed to love us but fail to make us happy, 
such as Wu Lan’s father, Kim and Stephanie in this text. As Wu Lan states, “choosing 
not to die isn’t the same as choosing to live” (165).  
This switch of consciousness not only gives her stronger reflexive position on her 
past experience, but also enlightens her reinterpretation of the present. Her father’s 
phantom no longer frightens her, because she understands that its returns are not an 
accusation of her irresponsibility. Rather, she guesses that her father’s return with the 
booklet is intended to remind her of his hunger for the words of reassurance from 
others (172). The more she understands her father, the clearer she knows the danger of 
relying for one’s happiness on others. She is determined to feed the ghost so that she 
can walk out of this mire of self-destructiveness (176-77). Correspondingly, in Wu 
Lan’s fantasy, Chat Mui also goes to the burial grounds and feeds Ah Choi with the 
precious word “思” (si), which literally means thought. Chat Mui believes this word 
can comfort Ah Choi’s inner turmoil. 
Moreover, new interpretations of the present situation change the route of 
characters’ evolution. Coaxing her father to lie down, and tucking him into the sheets, 
Wu Lan at last appeases her father’s ghost and her feeling of guilt. Chat Mui sees the 
true nature of her lover, Ah Sek, to whom she has trusted her new life for nine years 
(183). She rebels and strikes Ah Sek’s face until the previously powerful “owner, lover, 
keeper” (183) crumbles under the assault of someone who he has previously dismissed 
as an effeminate woman, a “pitiable” prostitute. With the help of a scholar, Chat Mui 
finally flees from the brothel.  
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The Polyphonic Text: Assimilating Multi-Possibilities 
After experiencing interventions through dialogues, Wu Lan is able to acquire a 
better understanding of the present. In order to rewrite future possibilities, she needs 
to explore more possible conceptualizations of self. This task is accomplished by 
Francis who provokes Wu Lan’s shift in subject position. 
…“Look, you’re a psychologist, you understand these things more than me, but maybe it 
would help you to go see a therapist yourself.” 
“I’m not an alcoholic!” I huff, my voice choked with upset. I didn’t anticipate that Francis 
would respond like this, I’d wanted some sympathy. 
“I didn’t say you are. Hey, I’m just concerned.” … “Just because you help people doesn’t 
mean you can’t need help.”… 
Doesn’t mean you can’t need. Two negatives make a positive. It makes sense, so why is it 
I’ve been so resistant? (185) 
…  
Why should I resist undergoing psychotherapy? If there’s any religion in North America that 
supercedes Christianity, it’s the business of secular confession. I’m part of it all, aren’t I? So why 
not sit in the client’s chair? It would be a chance to relinquish anonymity. (186) 
This is an important moment when Wu Lan shifts her subject position. The first 
sentence is a quasi-direct speech, which combines and juxtaposes multiple voices, 
“resulting in relativizing the perspectives presented” (Georgaca 548). Francis 
acknowledges Wu Lan’s ability to help others. These are words from Wu Lan’s mouth. 
Francis quotes them without indicating the author and adds her own element—Wu 
Lan’s inability to help herself. The combination of two voices invites Wu Lan to 
further elaborate her thoughts on confession and shows more possible ways of her 
relating to others. 
Wu Lan is used to suppressing her disappointment and intolerance, in order to 
perform her duties as a good listener and therapist. She analyzes her clients’ stories 
and helps them to overcome psychic crises, but she refuses to discuss her own 
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problems with friends, family members and colleagues. As a psychologist, she 
believes she knows the human psyche much better than others. Yet she is afraid of 
being diminished if she exposes her weakness or secrets to others. Her distrust of 
others alienates her from the surrounding environment. Francis’s remarks “respond 
from somewhere else” (Georgaca 556), thus disturbing her traditional mode of relating 
to others. They are able to highlight another aspect of the relational self, showing that 
professional therapists also need others’ help to relieve psychic tensions.  
Shifting her place from a therapist to a client, Wu Lan now treats her own 
thoughts not as authoritative speech as before, rather as problem-saturated stories from 
the position of client. Therefore, her internal speech takes on Francis’s addition and is 
“voiced from the perspective of the client’s others in the treatment setting” (Georgaca 
551). Wu Lan’s internal speech appropriates both the client’s words and the language 
of the therapist. She incorporates everyday expressions (“It make sense”, “So why not 
sit in the client’s chair”, etc.) into the official language of a therapist (“undergoing 
psychotherapy”, and “relinquish anonymity”) (Georgaca 551).  
This polyphonic text produces multiple possibilities of subjectivity. Just as the 
sound of her surname “Wu” has many meanings in Mandarin (Kwa 123), so her 
identity is pregnant with various possibilities. She can be a wu shi who helps others. 
She also can be the client being helped by others. She is the daughter loved by her 
family members. She is also a lesbian who dares to defy heterosexual ideology. 
Therefore, different contexts entail different possible storytellings. The changes of her 
subject positions offer different possible future developments. Storytelling becomes 
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unfinalizable and is constantly revised along with the character’s genuine 
development. As Wu Lan concludes, “Everything depends on context and perspective” 
(194). The author’s interventions are crucial in enabling the character’s subjectivity to 
shift from one position to another while maintaining a reflexive stance (Georgaca 556). 
The exchange between the author and the character in these therapy-like dialogues 
frees characters from the shadow of pre-destined future and fixed story-endings. The 
state of the future is constantly revised by reinterpretations of past and present 
experience. 
 
Heterochronotopes in Novelistic Writing 
 
My discussion of the last three texts has mainly focused on how their 
protagonists’ storytelling is dialogized by others’ voices, and how this storytelling 
consequently reflects the heterogeneous constructions of their narrators’ or 
protagonists’ identities. Sometimes, however, there is no space for an open dialogic 
play of multiple voices. Characters in Fiona Cheong’s Scent of the Gods find it 
dangerous to voice protests about the government’s plans. Under the surveillance of 
the state, they have to suppress their voices in case “their anger might escape” and put 
themselves as well as their whole family at risk (240). Although the government tries 
hard to suppress any dissidence, so as to form a solid community, the characters 
manage to expose the unsurmountable social contradictions of daily life within a 
unisonant nationalist discourse with the help of diverse time-space elements in their 
storytelling. Bakhtin calls this narrative feature “heterochronotopes” which also offer 
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space for heterogeneous self-invention. Before we study heterochronotopes in 
storytelling, we first need to understand what a chronotope is in Bakhtin’s terms. 
Bakhtin defines the term “chronotope” as “the intrinsic connectedness of 
temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically expressed in literature” 
(Dialogic Imagination 84). He asserts that “language… is fundamentally chronotopic” 
(251). When different events are narrated in different groups of sentences, they will be 
measured by dissimilar temporal and spatial indications. These diverse events are 
related to each other and organized together to form an integrated text by the work of 
chronotopes. As Bakhtin states, “[Chronotopes] are the organizing centers for the 
fundamental narrative events of the novel” (250). They order the sequences and 
locations of multiple events, and thus it is the chronotopes that shape narration.  
Bakhtin uses the notion of heterochronotopes as a general principle to distinguish 
the novel from other genres. In Bakhtin’s view, the genre of the novel, which has the 
most freedom to inscribe social heterogeneity into its text, must be chronotopically 
diverse. His favorite example is Goethe’s Italian Journey. Although it is a travel 
narrative, Bakhtin considers it the rudiment of European novels. Goethe’s 
visualization of historical time in Italian Journey enables “the root meanings of spatial 
categories [to be] carried over into temporal relationships” (Dialogic Imagination 251). 
But Bakhtin does not discuss in depth the relationship between the chronotope and 
specific thematic concerns of novels. In order to broaden the applications of Bakhtin’s 
idea of chronotope, I will examine how chronotopes operate in Cheong’s novel in 
relation to the central topic of nation-building. 
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Benedict Anderson in Imagined Communities (1983) states that the nation “is an 
imagined political community” (6) and “is always conceived as a deep, horizontal 
comradeship” (7). Conjuring up a common or sharable past is an essential act that 
constitutes such an imagined community. The process of nation-building of Singapore 
is a classic example of Anderson’s pronouncement. The Republic of Singapore, as a 
new nation-state, came into being after its forced separation from Malaysia. Before 
that, there was no such a notion of a Singapore nation in history, so a national history 
needs to be hastily re/constructed and the concept of Singaporean’s community had to 
be re/interpreted accordingly. In Anderson’s perspective, this imagined community 
must be realized in a form of what Walter Benjamin calls “homogenous, empty time” 
marked “by temporal coincidence” (qtd. in Anderson 24). Anderson refines this form 
of time with his concept of “simultaneity”, in which citizens, without necessarily 
being acquainted with each other, are connected, for their performances are measured 
by the same calendric time (Anderson 25-6). Their connections form “a solid 
community moving steadily down (or up) history” (Anderson 26).  
In his article “DissemiNation” (1990), however, Homi Bhabha’s discussions on 
people’s performative power suggest that performativity problematizes the unisonant 
nature of “simultaneity”. His insights into the “Janus-faced discourse of the nation” (3) 
and the supplementary power of people’s narration question the existence of a solid 
imagined community. Combining his ideas with Bakhtin’s discussions on chronotopes, 
I interrogate the insurmountable heterogeneity in the narration of a nation. I will study 
Cheong’s The Scent of the Gods as a genuine example, which uses storytelling as a 
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strategy of intervention within the form of Bildungsroman to introduce 
heterochronotopes into her descriptions of the life of a Chinese immigrant family in 
the newly independent Singapore, thus critiquing the totalizing hegemony of the 
nationalist discourse.   
When Homi Bhabha questions what he calls Bakhtin’s “‘national’ vision of 
emergence” (294), he brings up the first important idea that the “people” are 
constructed “as a double narrative movement” (297).  
The people must be thought in a double-time; the people are the historical ‘objects’ of a 
nationalist pedagogy, giving the discourse an authority that is based on the pregiven or 
constituted historical origin or event; the people are also the ‘subjects’ of a process of 
signification that must erase any prior or originary presence of the nation-people to 
demonstrate the prodigious, living principle of the people as that continual process by which 
the national life is redeemed and signified as a repeating and reproductive process (297). 
In Bhabha’s understanding, when the people are the pedagogical objects, their a priori 
historical presence underwrites the legality of the totalizing nationalist discourse, in 
which the time and space of “the many” are homogenized “as one”. But at the same 
time, the people are performative subjects. Their “more specific address to contentious, 
unequal interests and identities within the population” intervenes in the sovereignty of 
totalizing social powers (297).  
The splitting of “the people” in the discursive ambivalence produces two 
disjunctive temporalities as well as two diverse spatialities of the nation. The 
temporality of the pedagogical is continuous and accumulative, while the performative 
is repetitious and recursive (297). In nationalist pedagogy, the community exists in 
spatial horizontality (302), whereas in the process of performativity, the spatiality of 
the nation is marked by social differences. As a result, no single nationalist discourse 
 93
can claim its transcendent or unisonant authority without being shadowed by gaps or 
“in-betweeness” through the introduction of the splitting of “the people”. “The 
Janus-faced discourse of the nation” (3) breaks the nation’s totality and allows the 
emergence of social contradictions. 
Bhabha believes that the “collective expression” of national affiliation is 
inevitably disturbed by the ambivalent agency of “the people” (295). When he gives a 
critical reading of Bakhtin’s “graphic, visible completeness” of time (“The 
Bildungsroman” 34), he values Bakhtin’s insights into Goethe’s narrative struggle, in 
which he argues that only after overcoming the conventionality of a romantic sense of 
time is a national vision able to emerge in the interweaving descriptions of “organic 
Italian time” and graphic existence ( “The Bildungsroman” 31-32).  
Bakhtin also writes explicitly of the incommensurability of individual lives and 
the time-sequence of the nation in another article “Forms of Time and Chronotope in 
the Novel” (1975). The nation’s scales of values and its logic of developments are not 
fused with the performativity of individual lives as well (214-17). Thus, the courses of 
individual lives have their own narratives, differentiating from the narratives of the 
sociopolitical whole. Therefore, in the perspective of the relationship between “the 
people” and “the narration of the nation”, Bakhtin’s ideas resonate with Bhabha’s 
discussions. If we look at both of them together, we may gain new insights concerning 
broad applications of Bakhtin’s heterochronotopes to novelistic writing. 
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Heterochronous Storytelling in Self-invention 
 
Storytelling, as one type of narration, is intrinsically heterochronotopic. As the 
Bakhtinian theorist Pechey Graham observes, “[t]o tell a story is to dramatize the 
spatial difference and temporal deferral thanks to which telling is possible in the first 
place” (174). The diverse chronotopes incorporated within stories continually 
introduce an otherness or alterity into the origin of “collective expression”. In telling 
stories of nation-building, “the people” are joined to time, fused with localities, and 
counterposed to a pedagogical discourse that is presumed obligatory and true, so that 
the people, as the performative subjects, fissure the totality of nationalist narratives 
and bring out their heterogeneity.  
Bhabha compares this strategy of intervening narration to a supplementary 
question put down after or in addition to the original order in the parliamentary 
procedure (305). This strategy that “adds to” but does not necessarily “add… up” 
would “disturb the calculation”, thus “[interrupting] the successive seriality of the 
narrative” (my emphasis, 305). The sense of “secondariness” affects the original 
structure and destabilizes the “statist” center, and thus authority loses its control over 
narrative coherence (302-4). In the metaphor of writing the nation, the nation’s totality 
is confronted with a supplementary strategy of narration, where the repetition of “the 
people” as performative subjects produces differences, the “minus-in-origin”, and thus 
disturbs the power of accumulation and homogenization (312). 
The supplementary strategy—“adding to” instead of “adding up”—interrogates 
the myth of universal nationalist discourse and opens up contestations between 
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different narratives of the people. As we have discussed before, the image of people 
and the meaning of events are essentially chronotopic (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 
84). Thus different narratives of the people are pregnant with diversified chronotopes, 
which enable the people to “perform” their individual life courses differently from the 
sociopolitical whole, and in a manner that is distinct from each other as well. 
Consequently, social heterogeneity emerges from the “homogeneous empty time” of 
nationalist discourse. 
If every linguistic expression has chronotopic elements, identity invented through 
storytelling is intrinsically heterochronotopic as well. The genuine development of the 
individual goes against any pre-given destiny and template of a “ready-made hero” 
(Bakhtin, “The Bildungsroman” 20). The assimilation of chronotopes into 
self-invention links an individual’s “emergence”, in Bakhtin’s terms, with the social 
shaping force of historical time and a spatial sphere.  
Heterochronous storytelling in the Bildungsroman produces “a new, 
unprecedented type of human being” (Bakhtin, “The Bildungsroman” 23), because 
there are always diverse chronotopes that can be applied to the same situation. The 
differences of space-time cannot return as the sameness, and so the chronotopic 
diversity means that the people cannot be made “one”. Heterochronous storytelling 
articulates insurmountable disparities among individuals, and participates in the 
contentious construction of national identity. Its supplementary power 
“minus-in-origin” intervenes in the harmonious totality of nationalist discourse. As a 
result, identity construction becomes an ongoing process in the dialogic play between 
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diverse time-space shaping forces.  
In The Scent of the Gods, Cheong sets the protagonist among the contentious 
narratives of national loyalty, filial piety and individual freedom, especially women’s 
freedom. According to the thematic concern of Cheong’s text, my textual analysis of 
heterochronous storytelling will examine three major “mutually inclusive” 
chronotopes (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 252): a nationalist chronotope, a familial 
chronotope and a women’s chronotope. I interrogate the dialogic play of these 
chronotopes through three major characters living in one family. They are the 
protagonist, Su Yun (Esha), her brother, Li Shin and her grandmother. Their artistic 
images respectively represent the three interrelated chronotopes. Li Shin stands for the 
nationalist chronotope that demands a homogeneous unified space-time, while 
Grandma interferes in the totality of nationalist discourse with an idyllic chronotope, 
in which cyclic temporality and the emphasis on “the necessary past” (in Bakhtin’s 
terms) critique the national teleology of progress. Su Yun (Esha), who is situated 
between these two repressive chronotopes, strives to find a chronotope that 
emancipates women from the containment of feminine sexuality and voices women’s 
distinct identities as fully fledged citizens. 
 
The Nationalist Chronotope 
 
The rhetorical construction of the national will is narrated in a series of stories 
dominated by the chronotope of progress, in which a besieged Singapore must seek 
“voluntary compliance with the official mandates of modernization and 
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‘multiracialism’” (Bow 155). Cheong’s novel depicts a specific period when the 
national unity of fledgling Singapore is guaranteed at the expense of civil liberties. 
The “people”, as pedagogical object, are interpellated as one by the homogenous 
time-space of nationalist discourse. Li Shin refers to the notion of “a guided 
democracy,” drawn from Sukarno’s Indonesia, to paradoxically describe Singapore’s 
political system (50). This notion instills self-discipline into individuals and represses 
any political dissent, in order to serve the collective good and the purpose of progress. 
The first step to define a nation is to establish territorial boundaries and concepts 
of citizenship with which all its citizens, regardless of their ethnic origins, can identify. 
This is shown in an incident when Li Shin talks about his nationality. 
Prime Minister wanted us to call ourselves Singaporeans, not Chinese. … “Because that’s 
what we are, Chief,” Li Shin said. “Chinese people come from China. We come from 
Singapore.” He reminded me that it was something to be proud of. (41) 
In Li Shin’s reading, Singaporeans are different from Chinese, though many 
Singaporeans have Chinese ethnic origins, because the territory they are born and 
dwell in determines their specific nationality. The modern spatial implications of the 
nation weaken traditional ethnic bonding. The nation not only assimilates other racial 
minorities into the imagination of one community but also reduces ethnic distinctions 
so as to maintain the harmonious status of multiracialism. Therefore, the spatial 
implication here primarily serves to guarantee the citizens’ loyalty only to Singapore.  
Moreover, the official stories construct a besieged Singapore that is confronted 
by an impending crisis caused by communist expansion in Malaysian and Indonesian 
hostility. Under such tensions, “absolute unity among all citizens [is] essential” 
(Cheong 49). Thus, though filled with ambiguous images and uncertain predictions, 
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these stories justify the necessity of “guided democracy” and secure people’s 
obedience. When the national crises call for voluntary sacrifice, the importance of 
national duties surpasses Li Shin’s filial obligations as first-born son, and he is willing 
to risk his life to fulfill his duty as a Singapore citizen.  
Nationalist discourses simultaneously narrate stories of crises and assume the 
mandate of modernity in which a linear, accumulative temporality is deeply 
implicated. Stories that distract people’s attentions from this temporality are harmful 
to the imagined community. Hence, Li Shin warns his cousins not to listen to 
Grandma’s stories too much: 
Prime Minister Lee would lead us into the future. Grandma only wanted us to remember 
China, a China that had once been a great empire, but then even in our great-grandfather’s 
day it had already deteriorated into a dirty smelly country, filled with diseases and 
superstition. No modern Singaporean wanted to dwell on the China part of our past. And we 
had a right not to. As Singaporeans, our loyalty was to Singapore, a Singapore whose history 
was begun by Sir Stamford Raffles, the great explorer. With him, our immigrant ancestors, 
fleeing from feudalism and poverty, had found for themselves a fresh start. [my italics] (225) 
In the above passage, there are several pairs of phrases indicating different senses of 
time (“future” vs. “had once been”, “modern Singaporean” vs. “our past”, and 
“ancestors” vs. “a fresh start”). Through the contrasts in these phrases, we see that the 
society is perceived by Li Shin as steadily progressing from the past to the future. The 
older generation of immigrants is deemed superstitious and the past is considered 
backward (36), whereas the younger generation of local-born Singaporeans is modern 
and industrialization points the way towards the future. Here, linear and accumulative 
temporality dominates official narratives. Moreover, official storytelling manipulates 
history by setting up specific temporal indicators. Sir Stamford Raffles’ moment of 
“founding” becomes the starting point of Singapore’s history. This story erases 
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immigrants’ sense of ethnic history and severs their connections with a past China. 
Consequently, the new sense of time legitimizes the mandate to “[keep] up with the 
modern world” (42) and the goal of building a better Singapore. 
 
The Grandma’s Chronotope—Immigrants’ Time-Space Identification 
 
Although the nationalist chronotope tries hard to build “one nation, one people” 
(65), the disparities between people are not made invisible simply by the application 
of nationalist pedagogy. More often than not, the nation’s chronotope—one nation and 
one people moving towards a better future—encroaches on the interests of ethnic 
groups, families or individuals. As Cheong’s text shows, Li Shin’s parents, as well as 
Su Yun’s parents, are killed when they are working for the Central Intelligence Agency. 
The government’s massive manhunt causes Uncle Tien’s mysterious disappearance. Li 
Shin, who is loyal to the state, is murdered when he does simulated patrol of the beach. 
Every character who gets involved in government affairs ends his or her life miserably. 
No wonder the grandma concludes, “The Prime Minister. This is all his doing” (218) 
and remarks, “It’s a dangerous thing being a Singapore citizen” (113). The sorrow of 
repeated bereavement makes her refuse to identify with the nation’s chronotope.  
Therefore, spatial identification in the grandma’s storytelling is intrinsically 
ethnicized. It always points to China, probably an imagined China, the China of her 
memory. In her stories, the family’s story originates from China and should end in 
China. The great grandfather was born in China. When he died, we learn, he went 
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back to China (3). Children who die in accidents, the grandmother suggests, are 
carried back to China by sea. She sees herself as a mere sojourner and wishes that the 
whole family will return to China one day. She is representative of an immigrant 
generation who have “never considered themselves citizens here” and for whom 
“Singapore would never be a real country” (153). Only through imagining a China can 
the immigrants find a feeling of belonging and develop the intimate social ties. 
The grandmother’s temporal affiliations, however, are hybridized in her 
storytelling. On the one hand, the grandmother’s stories are characterized by cyclic 
temporality and emphasize the necessity of remembering the past. On the other hand, 
she “[believes] in progress” (13) and teaches her children to recognize changes (14):  
Enough traditions had been broken already, said Grandma. People did not even remember the 
things that had kept our ancestors alive, that had kept families in harmony with the universe. 
(21) 
In [the chairs] was a history that when we were older we would no longer be able to 
remember by ourselves, if the Prime Minister had his way. (40-41)  
In this extract, the grandmother makes use of the intelligence of the tradition to resist 
and critique the alienating force of modernity. The totalizing nationalist narratives 
demand that immigrants forget the history of their original community, a demand 
which Bhabha calls “peopling [the nation] anew” (311). As the government’s 
interpellation gradually encroaches on the interests of family and ethnic groups, it 
inevitably causes anxiety among immigrants. The immigrants will naturally turn to 
tradition and kinship for protection and to overcome such alienation. So the 
grandmother attaches importance to cyclic temporality, in which each generation 
experiences similar phases—of birth, growth, and death. Children play in the house 
near the grave where the dead ancestors lie. After the children die, like Auntie Daisy’s 
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baby and Li Shin, they are buried there as well. Then the family will have more 
new-born children. The dead protect the living and the old and the young stay together. 
The cyclic temporality symbolically ensures that the history of the family is passed on 
through generations, like candles on the altar have to be looked after, passed on and 
held up by different hands (89).  
Meanwhile, the grandma acknowledges the need to “follow in the footsteps of 
[the] British forefathers” (13). She contrasts the pragmatic Chinese with the 
“shortsighted” Malays. Chinese children go to school and learn English, whereas the 
Malays attend religious classes where they learn to pray instead of practicing modern 
subjects, such as science and English. She concludes that it is harmful to stick to 
ancestral ways of life (14). Chinese children must be prepared for changes and they 
should learn to adapt old traditions to new situations. This is their way to survive. The 
comparison is based on her subjective experience or even ethnic bias and shows 
Chinese incomprehension of Malays. The grandma’s conscious separation between 
Chinese and Malays contradicts the national mandate to forge a coherent citizen’s 
identity in a multi-racial nation-state. Assimilating a British sense of time while 
negating the Malay’s, the grandma’s temporality becomes simultaneously a mixing 
and maintenance of ethnic differences. 
In a word, the ethnicized spatiality and hybridized temporality in Grandma’s 
stories “continually [introduce] an otherness or alterity within the present” (Bhabha 




The Women’s Chronotope 
 
The previous section of textual analysis examines how a subordinated familial 
identity emerges through the chronotopic implication of the past in Grandma’s 
storytelling. Although this submerged identity can “lead to contested definitions of 
nationhood”, this “does not necessarily imply that [it is] uniformly emancipatory” 
(Kandiyoti 382). In fact, both familial chronotope and nationalist chronotope yoke 
femininity to obedience to parents. Cheong uses the Bildungsroman as a vehicle to 
critique the repressive and alienated perspectives of both modernity and traditionalism. 
In Scent, Su Yun’s maturation parallels a social crisis and narrative ruptures caused by 
the changes of political atmosphere. Her observation of the family’s reaction to 
government policies and her meditation on the environmental changes allow for the 
intersection of multiple chronotopes, thus questioning any fixed form of identity 
shaped by nationalist discourses. Her genuine “becoming” opens unfinalizable 
dialogues between private and public, tradition and modernity, individual wills and 
social forces, performative disparities and pedagogical totality. 
When the children in play, act out the founding of Singapore, Su Yun is the 
Temenggong, the ruler of Singapore before the British colonized the island (22-25). 
Her brothers, posing as British imperialists, call her “Chief”. “Chief” is not only the 
name of her role in this game, but also carries important chronotopic implications 
throughout the text.  
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A chief is a native-born representative, and thus his or her spatial identification 
always points to “here”, “in this place”. Thus the spatial foundation of Su Yun’s 
identity construction is Singapore. She is no longer an immigrant from China, like her 
grandmother, but a locally born Singaporean. She is able to distinguish differences 
between Singapore and China, albeit from the naïve and partial perspective of a child. 
For example, she feels lucky that she does not need to suffer the pain of footbinding 
like Chinese women pictured in a magazine. She thinks that she can enjoy more 
freedom in a modern Singapore than in a “backward” China. So she worries that her 
country might be taken over by the Communists. Thus Su Yun’s spatial identification, 
differing from her grandmother’s, conforms to the nation’s spatiality.  
In temporal terms, chief is the figure situated at the edge between tradition and 
modernity. She witnesses the transition from the past to the present. She acknowledges 
the relevancy of an ethnicized past that helps her to better understand the present. Yet, 
she also attaches importance to contemporary social development. Thus, Su Yun uses 
her own way of visualizing the historical time to interrogate both the nation’s linear 
temporality and her Grandma’s cyclic one. 
It was May 1969. That year I was getting old enough to notice how fast our country had 
grown…. Where once there had been kampongs, now there were high-rise flats, long white 
blocks of buildings layered with balconies…The playgrounds shone off bright red climbing 
bars and swings, yellow and blue tunnels… The government had begun to take care of 
everything. Government workers tended the grass, trimmed the trees, swept the walkways and 
steps, picked up crumpled candy wrappers… We had peace now. We had progress. [my italics] 
(105-06) 
This extract reveals Su Yun’s “ability to see time” (Bakhtin, “Bildungsroman” 25). 
The time is seen in space (Bakhtin, “Bildungsroman” 30), in every corner of the street. 
The nation’s linear time, the time of modernity, is represented in the organic details of 
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daily life (high-rise flats, new playground, trimmed trees, and clean walkways) and is 
translated into English words. This visualization is at the same time a comparison 
between the past and the present. The poor housing conditions of the past, its dirty 
streets, bumpy roads, inefficient transit system, yet more relaxed and untrammeled 
life-style, are all implicated in descriptions of the modern period when everything is 
well-regulated under the government’s paternal care. Therefore, the contemporaneity 
of Singapore is “revealed as an essential multitemporality”: an intersection of diverse 
stages—relics of the past, formation of the present and rudiments of the future 
(Bakhtin, “Bildungsroman” 28).  
Su Yun is glad to see the improvement in living conditions, but at the same time 
she contrasts thriving social development with the loss of civil liberties in the process 
of modernization. After a description of the positive aspects of change, Su Yun tells 
the reader that three years after her uncle’s disappearance, government men continue 
to come to the house and ask her family to sign sworn statements. More citizens are 
suspected of joining Communist organizations and are arrested by the police (108), 
though the real issue may be that most of them, like Uncle Tien, are striving for 
academic freedom (49). Thus the mandate to industrialize in progressive time also 
results in the deprivation of citizens’ individual rights. 
Su Yun, however, does not fully identify with familial cyclic time, because its 
primary emphasis is the good of the whole family, so that the kinship can be passed on 
through generations. As a result figures such as Uncle Tien and Li Shin, who arouse 
fear, have to disappear from memory and are never spoken about in the family after 
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they vanish. This is glossed as necessary “protection for the living” (226). In addition, 
feminine sexuality must be contained to ensure the purity of kinship ties. The family 
stories instill the notion of sex-as-threat into women and reprimand them once they 
overstep the borders of decorum. For instance, Su Yun is told that it is indecent to run 
outside with boys. She must sit properly without opening her legs. She is not supposed 
to hear or discuss the issue of sex. Auntie Daisy, once a happy and lively young 
woman, is locked in her room and not allowed to see others after a night when she is 
raped and brought home by the police. Ashamed of her daughter’s pregnancy, the 
grandmother refuses to take Auntie Daisy to hospital when she is going to give birth to 
a baby. Her screams from her room are her protest against her anonymity and the loss 
of personal freedom. 
Therefore, from her own experience, Su Yun reads beyond these two authorized 
discourses and understands that their time-space elements which aim to enable 
collective survival are forever the enemy of individual freedom and women’s 
emancipation. They are like the Japanese soldiers who creep into the house and 
“capture its people” (177). The force of government’s interpellation pulls away Li 
Shin from his family, punishes the disloyalty that causes Uncle Tien’s disappearance, 
and regulates feminine sexuality and promotes female submission to paternal authority. 
Its power can be felt when the protagonist listens to stories or tells stories. Storytelling 
juxtaposes and compares diverse chronotopes, through which she sees the faults of 
authorized discourses, thus discovering their common goal—the collective good. 
Traditions regulate female sexuality so as to maintain the continuity and purity of 
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kinship ties. The modern society takes the form of “patriarchal civil society” (Pateman, 
qtd. in Kandiyoti 177), in which women have to be “modern-yet-modest” 
(Najmabadi’s terms, qtd. in Kandiyoti 379). Neither tradition nor the nation-state will 
treat women as equals to men.  
Su Yun’s acquiescence to her aunts’ decision to seclude her in the convent is her 
compromise with reality. Her grandmother cannot protect her own sons and 
grandchildren from the government’s interpellations, and neither does Su Yun, as a 
teenager, have the power to subvert authorized narratives. Nevertheless, both 
characters can make use of the supplementary power of storytelling. Her grandmother 
tells stories to question the nationalist chronotope and overcome the alienation caused 
by modernization. Su Yun learns from her and then knows that it is “time for [her] to 
begin” (Cheong 247). The intersections of chronotopes in her storytelling help her to 
renegotiate the time-space implications of various narratives. Heterochronotopes also 
force the reader to access the performative space of people and see the disparities 
between different chronotopic perceptions of the same event. Thus, the dialogic 
negotiation in the heterochronous storytelling produces a language with differences 
and diversities that facilitate women’s self-inventions.  
The preceding sections offer a tentative analysis of transnational women’s self 
construction in novelistic writing. While Kwa’s writing engages in exploring a 
marginalized lesbian identity, Cheong probes into the tension between collectivity and 
individuality. I have extended my original theoretical apparatus and incorporated 
concepts from psychotherapy and Bakhtin’s heterochronotopes into my discussions of 
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their narrative skills.  
In analyzing Kwa’s novel, I correlated the concept of “intervention” in 
psychotherapy with Bakhtin’s “penetrative word”. Others’ voices trigger changes in 
Wu Lan’s reflections on the past. The reinterpretation of the past alters her view of the 
present, thus prompting her to rewrite the stories, both imaginary and realistic, told by 
Wu Lan. In the on-going revisions of stories, Wu Lan constantly re/adjusts her 
relationship with others in two different social contexts, her role as a daughter and a 
sister in a conservative Singaporean family, and as a psychotherapist and lesbian 
woman living in a comparatively open-minded Canadian society.  
When I discussed Cheong’s novel, I borrowed Homi Bhabha’s idea of the 
performative power of people’s narration. I have shown that although the building of 
Singapore is a classic example of an imagined community in Anderson’s terms, 
storytelling still reveals insurmountable social disparities through heterochronotopes. 
Unisonant nationalist discourse is subverted by characters’ diverse time-space 
negotiations. Su Yun’s stories narrate the subjectivity of a girl who explores how to 
break up sexual containment and subtly defies authorized discourses that call for 
sacrifice for the “collective good,” showing her determination to construct her own 








In crossing over to the United States of America, immigrants from 
Southeast Asia carry with them their multicultural histories, histories 
that are peculiarly resonant with contemporary social and cultural 
phenomena in late-twentieth-century America. But it is these very 
multicultural strains that have made Americans of Southeast Asian 
descent less visible, not only in the mainstream of American society, 
but also in the consciousness of the ethnic community now 
recognized as “Asian Americans”.  
--Lim and Chua, Tilting the Continent xii 
 
Many Southeast Asian writers and scholars have migrated to North America 
in the age of globalization. But as Lim and Chua observe, their works have not 
been given due attention by critics and theorists who specialize in Asian American 
literature. Maxine Hong Kingston, Amy Tan, and Frank Chin have long been 
regarded as some of the most important Chinese American writers. However, 
given the diversity and the increasing number of works produced by Southeast 
Asian American writers and writers in Canada of Southeast Asian origin in recent 
years,1 the time has come for us to examine their voices.  
As part of the effort to reflect on new developments in literary production by 
North American writers of Southeast Asian Chinese origin, I have chosen four 
texts written by Southeast Asian Chinese women who migrated to North America. 
Malaysia-born Shirley Lim and Hilary Tham now live in the United States. Fiona 
Cheong and Lydia Kwa, both born in Singapore, migrated respectively to the 
U.S.A. and Vancouver, Canada. I have looked at the key issues such as 
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transnational consciousness, sexual bias, feminist dialogism, nationalist discourse 
and identity trans/formation. While analyzing the images of women in their works, 
I have highlighted the ways in which storytelling intervenes into authoritative 
ideologies and breaks the double-bind women are placed in, thus facilitating 
women’s self-invention through their own voices.   
Concentrating on storytelling—that is, the theme and the method I discuss in 
my thesis—I argue that the self, whether in the autobiography or in the novel, is a 
storied self and a relational self. There is no a priori essential self isolable from 
the social context, the kind that exists before the author creates his/her own work. 
The idea of selfhood is generated and transformed in the process of telling stories. 
This is why storytelling is a powerful instrument able to facilitate our 
understanding of women’s self-invention.  
Storytelling is both a site of the intersection of polyvocalities and a powerful 
strategy of intervention for women writers. Its power source is feminist dialogics. 
The heteroglossic nature of language and the heterochronous implications of 
narratives enable women writers to use storytelling to expose national Janus-faced 
narratives, critique the faults of dominant ideologies, and reveal their own 
insurmountable individualities, thus destabilizing boundaries between the center 
and the margin. In addition, storytelling endows women with multiple subject 
positions, which benefits transnational women writers’ border-crossings and helps 
them to resist any pre-given and rigid cultural identifications. The fluid status of 
their identities frees them from obsessive homesickness, overcoming the 
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alienation felt in their adopted countries and lending them diasporic perspectives 
when they discuss transcultural issues. 
In Chapter One, I compared different ways of re/telling stories in two 
autobiographies, Lim’s Among the White Moon Faces and Tham’s Lane with No 
Names. Using Bakhtin’s concept of “character zones”, I discussed Lim’s 
protagonist’s indirect speech and contradictory storytelling and Tham’s 
protagonist’s direct/quasi-direct transcription of others’ language. I suggested that 
these narrative skills insert heteroglossia into the authorial voice. 
Indirect speech results in the retelling of the authoritative narratives in a 
double-voiced manner. In Among the White Moon Faces, the protagonist 
appropriates and reframes others’ discourse, making no clear division between her 
own voice and those of others (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 304). The parodic 
power of these double-accented narratives unmask the unjustness, hypocrisy and 
violence of authoritative opinions. Later, she makes use of contradictory 
storytellings that juxtapose multivocal narrations towards the same event and 
dialogically set two opposed stories against each other, to generate her own 
shifting and multiple viewpoints and self-assessments.  
While quasi-direct transcription regulates and represents characters’ inner 
emotional speech within the authorial speech, direct speech transcription refracts 
authorial intentions through dialogues between the author and her characters 
(Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 319). Thus, characters’ languages not only 
constitute the second language of the author, but also diversify and relativize the 
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author’s own conceptualization of selfhood (Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 
315-324). In Lane with No Name, on the one hand, Tham’s protagonist uses her 
mother’s voice to expose the violence inflicted upon women by patriarchal 
ideologies, and the wisdom she learns from her mother’s stories to critique the 
double-bind women are placed in. On the other hand, she treats her father’s 
impetuous flow of internal speech as a language image and artistically represents 
it within the authorial context. Hence, characters’ languages with their own belief 
systems stratify the authorial discourse. As a result, authorial discourse and the 
language of characters are dialogized by each other and the identity construction 
becomes relational to and contingent upon different shaping forces in the 
transnational context. 
Moreover, Tham incorporates diverse literary and extra-literary genres into 
her writing and produces a hybrid multi-layered memoir. Her novelization of the 
autobiography makes it an indeterminate and open-ended genre so that it keeps “a 
living contract with unfinished, still-evolving contemporary reality” (Bakhtin 
Dialogic Imagination 6) 
Chapter Two reflected on two autobiographical novels, Lydia Kwa’s This 
Place Called Absence and Fiona Cheong’s The Scent of the Gods. This chapter 
explored the transformation of storytelling in the genre of novelistic writing and 
studies its broader textual applications in the context of new approaches to such 
texts.  
My analysis of Kwa’s text is a cross-disciplinary study that synthesizes 
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psychotherapy, dialogism and storytelling. Through my discussions of the 
relationship of the key concepts of transference, intervention, penetrative words 
and internal dialogues, I have investigated the micro-processes of how storytelling 
affects psychic changes. Metaphorically, I have read the novel as a 
psychotherapeutic session conducted by Kwa, in which Wu Lan’s dialogues with 
others intervene in her consciousness, thus provoking internal dialogue and 
incidentally affecting her reflections upon the past. She thus gradually appeases 
her guilt and agony about her father’s suicide. She learns to voice her hunger for 
love and establishes a more positive relationship with others. Her imaginary 
stories of two prostitutes, Ah Choi and Chat Mui, are reflections of her psychic 
development. Due to the constant adjustments of her viewpoints of the past and 
the present, she makes the stories both of her real life and of Ah Choi and Chat 
Mui unfinalizable and open-ended.  
In Cheong’s text, I discuss another constituent element of Bakhtin’s 
heterogeneity—heterochronotopes. These are the multiple relationships of time 
and space in narratives. I borrow Homi Bhabha’s ideas on the double narrative 
constructions of “the people” and illustrate that people, as performative subjects, 
make use of heterochronous storytelling to intervene into the sovereignty and 
totality of nationalist discourses. The supplementary power of storytelling lies in 
its chronotopic diversity. Different time-space implications from other possible 
narratives “add to” but do not necessarily “add up” and thus disturb the unisonant 
national pedagogy that homogenizes “the many” as one. Heterochronous 
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storytelling continually introduces an otherness or alterity into “collective 
expressions”, which are usually characterized by linear temporality and 
homogenized spatiality. Since identity is constructed in storytelling, its 
heterochronous implications allow for the emergence of multiple selfhoods within 
the totality of the nationalist discourse. Thus, the nation’s chronotope, the 
grandmother’s chronotope and the women’s chronotope intersect with and are 
dialogized by each other. The most significant element of the novel is that the 
protagonist, Su Yun, visualizes an organic Singaporean time in the context of 
narrations of the process of her becoming adult. Questioning the alienating force 
of the time-space interpellations in the two authorized narratives, she uses her 
innocent language and imperfect understanding to critique both the suppression of 
individual freedom and the sexual containment of women endorsed in the name of 
collective good. Interwoven with a context of social changes, her growth goes 
against any pre-given destiny or attempt to create a “ready-made hero” (Bakhtin, 
“The Bildungsroman” 20). She tries to discover in her storytelling her own 
chronotope that will facilitate her identity invention as a full-fledged female 
citizen. 
I have studied these four texts not only to give voice to North American 
women writers of Southeast Asian origin, but also to participate in a larger 
feminist project. In these four texts, I have stressed the feminist dialogic nature of 
storytelling. We see that Bakhtin’s dialogism and feminist studies do share certain 
commonalities both in their philosophies and methodologies. Feminist dialogics, 
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first proposed by Sidonie Smith, gives a new momentum to contemporary 
feminist studies in that it encourages different schools and various trends in 
feminist theory to enter into dialogue with one another. More importantly, its 
emphasis on heteroglossia in contrast to the notion of essentialism can generate 
wider applications in feminist studies. This seems to overcome the previous 
charges that feminism focuses “too closely on gender to the exclusion of other 
axes of group subordination (such as race, sexuality, class, religion, and age) to be 
of use to more broadly defined (e.g., postcolonial nationalist, antiracist, 
anticapitalist) projects” (Lee 144). At the heart of feminist studies is the desire to 
expose the tyrannies which exist in the household and also sexism and 
homophobia in society (Lee 140). My thesis shows that feminist analysis of 
gender and sexuality is germane to the understanding of such vital issues as state 
power and racial conflicts. Lim and Tham juxtapose the gender bias they suffer 
with the racial prejudices that prevail in society. Their dialogic play of the self 
versus others in storytelling not only refers to a female self versus patriarchal 
others, but also involves a transcultural or transnational self versus the others who 
hold rigidly to racial prejudice. Various Bakhtinian narrative elements aim to 
expose the faults of authoritative discourses, whether they are centered on gender 
issues or on race. Cheong’s text moves even further and clearly critiques the 
totality of nationalist discourse through a gendered appeal. Her narration “draws 
an allegorical parallel between home and state” (Bow 140). She depicts the 
domestic containment of sexuality in order to critique the national violation of 
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individual rights.  
To put it another way, the combination of Bakhtin and feminism bodes well 
for transnational women writers, or more specifically for Asian American women 
writers. This is due to the fact that texts which exemplify the features of feminist 
dialogics include in their narratives of gender other elements that are of concern 
to most Asian American critics. These, among others, are “to expose anti-Asian 
sentiment in the United States, to limn the trauma inflicted upon Asians by 
Western imperialism, and to envision better worlds where Asians and Asian 
Americans will not be construed as foreigners in their own homes” (Lee 140). 
Therefore, their transnational life-writings become more multi-faceted. Their 
explorations of the process of self-invention through gender link their diasporic 
lives to an evolving society in its totality. This is performed through the 
production of a relational self that can be analyzed in the light of Bakhtin’s ideas 
concerning social contexts. 
However, the potential of feminist dialogics has not yet been fully realized 
by feminist critics. Few works have studied this idea in depth. Even Sidonie 
Smith herself hastily proposes the concept without a careful examination of its 
feasibility. Thus, my thesis is dedicated to giving a full-length discussion of how, 
theoretically, feminism and dialogism are related to each other, and how this 
insight can be applied to the texts written by women. I have limited my study to 
the four texts written by North American women of Southeast Asian origin, 
because it is impossible to give a comprehensive analysis of all works that can be 
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studied under the rubric of feminist dialogics. More importantly, this choice 
conforms to my original motivation of making the voices of these writers heard in 
a new way. 
Besides its contribution to the feminist project, my study also extends the 
generic applications of Bakhtin’s theories. Most literary critics have applied 
Bakhtin’s theories to novels, and Bakhtin himself considers the languages used in 
19th century European novels, such as Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov and 
Dickens’ Little Dorrit as representative embodiments of dialogism. My study, 
however, shows that Bakhtin’s theories can be applied to analyze the genre of 
autobiography as well. Indeed, if we reconsider the generic definition in light of 
Bakhtin’s dialogism, we understand that there should be no fixed or rigid 
boundaries between the novel and autobiography. When Bakhtin traces the history 
of literary development, he asserts that other genres may experience novelization 
in which their 
…language renews itself by incorporating extraliterary heteroglossia and the “novelistic” 
layers of literary language, they become dialogized, permeated with laughter, irony, 
humor, elements of self-parody and finally… the novel inserts into these other genres an 
indeterminacy, a certain semantic openended-ness, a living contract with unfinished, 
still-evolving contemporary reality. (Dialogic Imagination 7) 
My textual analysis of Tham’s text and its hybrid style illustrates how modern 
memoirs problematize generic boundaries. When we read Bakhtin’s concept of 
novelization together with Eakin’s ideas concerning the relational and storied self, 
we may get a better understanding of the fluid and multiple subjective positions in 
autobiography that open up the possibility of autobiographical novelization.  
The value of a study of feminist dialogic storytelling also lies in its 
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cross-disciplinary application of Bakhtin’s ideas. Bakhtin’s works have been 
studied in diverse areas and this has invoked discussions across a range of 
disciplines, among which are philosophy, literature, sociology, political sciences 
and anthropology. In my analysis of Kwa’s novel, I make use of Bakhtin’s 
dialogism in the context of psychotherapy studies. I do this for two reasons, one 
of which is to substantiate Bakhtin’s discussions of heteroglossia on the micro 
level of individual consciousness, since the macro social/ ideological level has 
been studied by many critics. The other reason is to inspire other critics to pursue 
further cross-disciplinary studies of Bakhtin in relation to theories from other 
fields.  
Facing hegemonic ideologies such as sexism, imperialism, racialism and 
nationalism, Asian American women writers have developed a variety of 
strategies of resistance. In this thesis, I study the power of intervention of one of 
these strategies—storytelling. Storytelling can be said to be both a specifically 
feminist strategy and a Bakhtinian strategy that can be utilized in autobiographies 
and in novels. For a contemporary reader of Southeast Asian American literature, 
I would hope that this study lends more insights into Southeast Asian American 
studies. However, I do not pretend to have answered all the questions that may 
arise in the area of feminist dialogics. As Elizabeth Grosz notes, “no system, 
method, or discourse can be as all-encompassing, singular, and monolithic as it 
represents itself” (Grosz 75). Hence, rather than constituting a definitive word, 
my study is an initial opening for a wider interrogation of the relationship 
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between feminist studies and Bakhtinian studies as well as generic studies. In 
addition, it provides a platform for more attention to relatively neglected writers, 
such as Lydia Kwa and Fiona Cheong. The works of these writers gives hope for 
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